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GHOST, n. The outward and visible sign of an inward 


fear. 
—Ambrose Bierce 


GHOSTS, THE: Designated The Group for Specialized Tactics, they stand 
at the tip of the spear of the US Army’s unconventional warfare response 
forces. Highly specialized and incredibly skilled Special Forces soldiers, they 
are called The Ghosts. ‘This reconnaissance and direct action unit is made up 
of the absolute best of the best of the US military. They are the first unit 
deployed into dangerous situations and the last ones to leave when things 
get rough. And if they do their job right, no one will ever know they were 
there. Over the years, the faces have changed, but the unit—and its legend 
—has endured. 
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PROLOGUE 


There weren't supposed to be Vympel in Ukraine. 

That was Nomad’s first thought as a hail of bullets scythed through the 
air over his head. ‘Then again, he thought, as he slid down into a roadside 
drainage ditch for cover, there weren't supposed to be any Ghosts running 
around Donetsk, either, so in a weird way, that made things even. 

Which, of course, wouldnt help him stay alive if the Russian special 
forces got the drop on him again. Up on the right was a vast, overgrown 
field, grass and weeds poking through a parking lot’s worth of burned-out 
and shelled cars. On the left was a field command center for “independent” 
pro-Russian forces in eastern Ukraine. It was built out of a jacked-up 
doublewide and a couple of piles of sandbags. On the roof was a jury-rigged 
satellite dish; out back was a laboring generator. 

And inside, where Joker and Sage were supposed to rendezvous with the 
objective, he could see muzzle flashes. 

He tapped his PTT button. “Sage. Joker. I’ve got multiple contacts out 
here.” Another barrage of bullets passed overhead, punctuating his 


statement with a series of sharp cracks as they flew by. “Gimme a sitrep. Do 
you have the package?” 

“Negative, Nomad, package is down, Joker’s hit but not bad.” Sage’s 
voice was calm, even as Nomad heard gunfire and breaking glass crackling 
over the link. He was the squad leader, by dint of experience and because he 
never got rattled by anything, up to and including having a tank drive 
through his front door. That’s what had earned him his callsign, which he 
insisted on using instead of Ghost Lead. “Got contacts of our own. Can you 
cut us an exit out the back door?” 

“Sage, this is Weaver. I’m seeing a half-dozen hostiles closing on your 
position from the east, another two moving toward Nomad. Exfil vehicle is 
in position, route Bravo to exfil is still clear.” Weaver was the squad’s sniper, 
a laconic, matter-of-fact presence currently parked a half-klick away up a 
wooded hillside. A scarred and shaven-headed African-American man, 
Weaver was the team’s pessimist. ‘Tall and lean, with a close-cropped beard 
and graceful piano-player’s fingers, he was a former SEAL. He was also 
fond of telling everyone how easy he found serving in the Ghosts—“At least 
it’s dry most of the time’—and how he found his current assignment a 
vacation, all things considered. 

“Roger that. Bravo it is. Get the company off Nomad’s back, then you 
two cover us. We'll hold here till you do.” 

“Copy that. You gonna need Nomad’s help with the package?” 

Sage’s voice was grim. “Not unless he brought a sponge.” 

Behind him, Nomad heard a splash and then hurried footsteps. A quick 
look over his shoulder told him that one of the Russians had leapt down 
and was pursuing him directly. He turned and fired wildly. None of the 
shots hit, but the Russian soldier had to dive for cover in the dirty water 
that covered the bottom of the ditch. Nomad turned and ran. 

“Weaver? What have you got for me?” 

“Bad news. Guy behind you is picking himself back up and climbing 
out of the ditch. His buddy’s headed up the left side along the road so he’s 
picking up ground on you—oh hell, grenade!” he called out. “Get out of 
there, now!” 

Even as Weaver gave the warning, Nomad saw the tumbling grenade arc 
overhead to land maybe twenty feet ahead of him. It hit with a muddy 
splash, and Nomad made a desperate lunge over the side of the ditch. He 


cleared the top and pressed himself flat against the dirt just as an explosion 
rocked the trench, sending shrapnel screaming down its length and a geyser 
of muck and water into the air. 

“Nomad! Status!” 

“Tm fine.” He rolled to his feet and saw his original pursuer barreling 
down on him, already firing. Clumps of yellowed grass and mud kicked up 
as Nomad ducked behind one of the burned-out cars that dotted the field. 
Metal sparked and screamed as more rounds bounced off or punched 
through. Nomad returned fire, but out of the corner of his eye he saw the 
second Vympel leaping the ditch and moving toward his flank. If he stayed 
where he was, one or the other would get a clean shot. 

He turned and squeezed off a round at the grenade thrower, causing the 
man to drop to the ground. As he did so, the first Russian advanced, closing 
within thirty yards of Nomad’s position. Nomad ripped off a couple of shots 
in his direction, enough to make him duck behind the chassis of a 
thoroughly dismantled Lada before returning fire. Taking advantage of the 
respite, Nomad fell back, angling away from the ditch to get as much of the 
wrecked car’s bulk between him and his pursuers as he ran. 

“Weaver! Got a shot?” 

“Negative, you keep dropping them into cover every time I draw a bead. 
Got an ace up my sleeve, though.” 

A tire half-hidden in the grass nearly caught Nomad’s toe. Instead, he 
leaped over it, exposing himself for an instant to hostile fire. Both pursuers 
missed the opportunity he gave them, squeezing off long bursts that once 
again went high. Bad marksmanship for Vympel, Nomad thought, and then 
a chilling realization struck him. “Hey, Weaver, how big’s a Vympel squad?” 

“Usually six, but it varies. Why?” 

“How many you got eyes on?” 

“Eight” 

“Oh, hell.” 

And then there were four more Russians, all wearing the uniform of a 
local “independent” unit, rising out of the grass ahead and shouting in 
Russian at him to surrender. ‘That’s why the chasers had been aiming so 
poorly; they'd been herding him to where their friends could wrap him up. 
A Ghost captured on the ground where no US troops were supposed to be 


would be a huge PR coup for the Kremlin and a black eye for the Pentagon, 
and God help the poor sap who got taken. 

Like he was about to be. “Weaver, you got anything?” 

“Get down.” 

“What?” 

“I said, get down!” 

Nomad threw himself on the ground, praying he wasn't going to land on 
the jagged end of an antique gear shift. In front of him, the Russian soldiers 
began shouting, some aiming at him, some turning to the right... 

...where a quadrotor drone, moving at speed along the top of the grass, 
was zeroing in on their position. Even as the Russian spotted it, it rose and 
then trained a vicious-looking barrel on them. Before they could scatter, the 
drone opened fire, blasting away on a strafing run just above the heads of its 
targets. Before the first had hit the ground, the last was already falling. 

More shots rang out, the two pursuers shifting their aim from Nomad 
to the drone. With their attention elsewhere, Nomad popped up to a crouch 
and took careful aim at the first soldier, partially hidden by rusting metal 
cover. A moment of calm, a squeeze of the trigger, and down the man went. 

The second Russian realized the danger of his position. One last burst 
clipped the drone, making it wobble in its flight. A thin stream of smoke 
leaked out of one of the rotors and the device sagged in mid-air. 

“Weaver?” 

“The runner’s yours. Let me bring baby back in so the Donetskis don’t 
grab her for salvage.” 

Nomad was already in full sprint. The Russian had a good head start on 
him and was running smart, zigzagging erratically and using what cover he 
could. 

Nomad didnt pursue him directly. Instead, he ran straight for the 
nearest wreck, the remnants of an SUV, and crouched behind it. “Weaver, 
where is he?” 

“Cutting left,” came the reply. “He'll pass through the opening between 
the Lada and the Renault in about five seconds.” 

“That’s all I need.” Nomad picked out the Lada, pivoted right, and 
sighted down the barrel. 

A running figure appeared, silhouetted in the space between the two 
cars. 


Nomad squeezed the trigger. The Russian fell. 

“Clean kill, Nomad.” 

“Thanks, Weaver. Drone landed?” 

“Yes.” 

Sage’s voice cut through. “We need to get out of here.” 

“Do it quick, Sage. I’m seeing two moving on the door you want to bust 
out through.” Weaver sounded unusually grim. “And what looks like three 
rooster tails from vehicles a couple klicks east-northeast. Roads are shitty, 
but they’re still gonna be here in five minutes, tops.” 

“Nomad, wait till they close on the door, then open fire. Weaver, target 
whichever one is further from the door. On my mark, you drop him, then 
haul ass for transportation.” 

“Roger that. The trucks 300 meters upslope.” 

“Get there fast. We'll be coming out that door like a bat out of hell. 
Nomad, you cover us till we can all rendezvous with Weaver, and then we 
head for Bravo. You copy?” 

A chorus of “Rogers.” 

“Okay, then, we’re moving. Come on, Joker, time to go.” 

The Russians were moving, too, a pair creeping up on the side door of 
the bullet-riddled trailer. One nodded to the other, who carefully shot out 
the windows next to the door. The other reached down to his belt and 
pulled out a grenade. 

“Incoming!” Nomad barked into the comm. “Looks like tear gas, not 
frag!” A tinkle of broken glass punctuated the alarm, and then the hissing of 
escaping gas fuzzed over the channel. 

“Weaver, take the shot! We’re coming out! Nomad, open up!” 

Dangerously exposed, Nomad unleashed a long burst at the two Vympel 
soldiers. They immediately turned to return fire as Nomad crouched and 
ran, bullets mowing down the long grass around him. At the same time, the 
door of the trailer burst open, billowing clouds of white tear gas. Before the 
Russians could open fire, they both dropped; one from a sniper’s bullet from 
behind and the other from a stream of fire from inside the door. Then two 
figures came staggering out, one supporting the other, who was bleeding 
from a leg wound. 

“Weaver, you got visual on us?” 

“Negative, Sage, I’m getting that truck you asked for.” 


“Roger, we'll move to the road. Nomad, status?” 

“Pretty busy right now!” A burst of enemy fire drove him back against 
the far end of the mobile HQ, and he ducked around a corner. 

“Theyre waiting for their friends to show up.” 

“Keep ‘em honest as long as you can. Weaver, ETA?” 

In response, the roar of an engine came over the comms. “On my way.” 

A red Toyota pickup, its sides marked with gray primer, burst out of the 
trees on the hillside above the site, bucking down a shot-up road that was as 
much dirt as chewed-up asphalt. Sage and Joker, coughing like fiends, 
hurried toward the road. 

“Nomad! ‘Thirty seconds! Say goodbye and fall back to the road!” 

“Roger that!” He peered around the corner and nearly got his head 
taken off by a burst of enemy fire. He returned blind fire, then pulled back 
his weapon and grabbed a frag grenade off his belt. 

The truck was almost to their position now, fishtailing wildly on the 
rutted road. Nomad pulled the pin on the grenade and tossed it around the 
corner, then threw another one into the now-deserted HQ for good 
measure as he ran. Up ahead, he could see the truck slowing to a stop, the 
passenger-side door already open and Sage getting ready to drag Joker 
inside. 

“Come on, come on!” Weaver was shouting as Sage lifted the groaning 
Joker, then slammed the door and settled into firing position. Nomad ran 
for the truck, the twin explosions behind him shoving him forward as 
something inside caught and blew the satellite dish clear off the roof. 
Weaver swore furiously as he negotiated the truck into a three-point turn, 
then Sage opened fire as the pair of surviving Russians came around the 
corner Nomad had abandoned, guns blazing. ‘They both dropped, one of his 
own accord, the other with a pair of holes in his chest, then Nomad was 
vaulting himself into the back of the truck. He landed hard, then sat up and 
reached out to pull Sage in. 

“We're in! Go! Go! Go!” 

Weaver floored it, dirt and rocks spitting up from the rear wheels. ‘The 
enemy trucks were getting closer now, men hanging out the windows and 
firing wildly, but the uneven road didn't do their aim any favors and the 
bullets went whizzing harmlessly past. 


“We've got five kilometers to a friendly checkpoint.” Sage ticked it off 
as matter-of-fact as if they'd been going for a Sunday drive. “Even Vympel 
arent going to push that, not right now.” 

“You say so,” Weaver replied. “You go with that theory, I’m just going to 
drive fast. And Joker’s out of commission.” 

“Copy that.” Sage and Nomad hunkered down in the back of the 
pickup, the rear gate offering some protection as they lobbed grenades out 
to cover their retreat. 

The last Russian stood his ground even as the shrapnel from the 
grenades blew past him. He opened up with a final, desperate burst at the 
fleeing truck before the blast took him and he fell backwards, gun firing 
wildly into the air. 

The hollow sound of metal punching through metal rang out through 
the truck, and then Nomad was rising up from behind cover to see what, if 
anything, was left behind them. 

What he saw was dust, and bodies rapidly fading in the distance. 

“The pursuit is over,” he said without turning. “Looks like it’s a clean 
run to—’” and then Sage groaned and went down. 

“What the hell’s going on back there?” Weaver demanded. 

Nomad turned and dropped to get a closer look at the squad leader. 
What he saw was blood, and Sage clutching his side in pain. “Sage is hit! 
Just go!” 

It was bad, Nomad could see at once. A round in the side, another in 
the shoulder. Body armor had stopped a couple more, but the two that got 
through were going to be more than enough if Sage didn’t get medical help 
immediately. 

“Evac helo is inbound on that LZ!” 

“Tell them we’ve got two wounded, one urgent, and they need to be 
ready to dust off as soon as we get there.” Nomad began stripping Sage’s 
gear off him. If he could get to the wounds, if he could apply direct 
pressure, if they got to the LZ fast enough... 

He looked up over the cab for a moment, his fingers red with his squad 
leader’s blood. Safety seemed very far away indeed. 
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CHAPTER 1 


A gentle hand on his shoulder nudged Nomad awake. He looked around, 
seeing not the withered grass of a blasted Ukrainian field, but rather the 
interior of a hospital room. Off-white walls, pale winter light coming in 
through tall vertical windows, masses of beeping equipment hooked up to 
an unconscious figure in a hospital bed with a dozen tubes running in and 
out of him. 

Landstuhl Regional Medical Center, his memory supplied. ‘The hospital in 
Germany where they sent the emergency cases. And that was Sage in the 
bed, with enough holes in him to let him do a serviceable impression of a 
character in a blockbuster movie plot. 

“Major Perryman. How’s he doing?” 

Nomad turned. He hadn't heard anyone refer to him by his title and 
actual surname in awhile. Standing in the doorway was Coray Ward, better 
known as Weaver, his face a mask of concern. He looked as tired and 


haggard as Nomad felt. 


“What’s this major bullshit, Ward? Sage was in surgery for eight-plus 
hours. I’ve been with him since he got out. Docs say he’s got a fighting 
chance, but...” 

Nomad’s voice trailed off. “Fighting chance” was doctor-speak for “Hell 
if we know,” which was a long way from “He’s gonna make it.” 

Weaver nodded. “Best thing for him to do is sleep, then. Sorry I can’t 
say the same for us.” 

“Hmm?” Nomad stood and stretched, his back making popping noises 
like a kid shooting off a cap gun. They made an odd counterpoint to the 
electronic beeps and hums coming off the machines keeping Sage alive. 

Weaver gestured down the hall. “Ihe Old Man wants to talk to us. To 
you, really, but he knows it’s a package deal.” 

Nomad rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “The Old Man’s in Georgia. Or 
did we get airlifted back to Benning while I was asleep?” 

“Nope. There’s a room down on the first floor set up for teleconference, 
on the entirely sane notion that people here might want to talk to people 
back home without a nine-hour flight as a prereq. We've got priority on the 
room as soon as you finish your Sleeping Beauty routine.” He made an 
exaggerated sniffing sound. “And maybe take a shower. You smell like the 
bottom of a Ukrainian sewer.” 

“Drainage ditch,” Nomad replied tiredly. “All right. Meet you down 
there in twenty.” 

“Sounds reasonable.” Weaver turned to go, then looked back over his 
shoulder. “I’m sorry, man. I would have let you stay there and sleep, but if 
the Old Man's calling us here, after what just went down, it’s not because he 
wants to hear about the weather.” 

“Just for once, it would be nice if he did.” Nomad stooped and grabbed 
his backpack from where it sat on the floor next to his chair. 

“Shower’s down the hall to—” 

“To the right, and then you make a left. Not my first time here, Coray.” 

Ward put up his hands in a gesture of mock defensiveness. “Okay, okay. 
IIl see you in twenty. Just hoping I don’t smell you before then.” He turned 
and walked off. Nomad watched him go, then headed towards the bed. 
Sage’s eyes were closed, his breathing was shallow, and his skin was a 
clammy bluish-white. 


“You look like shit, buddy,” Nomad said softly. “Now get better so you 
can get up and kick my ass for saying that, okay?” 

The only response was the slow hiss of the air compressor and the quiet 
beeping that promised Sage was still alive. 


x k k 


The briefing room at Landstuhl was nicely decorated, which led Nomad to 
think it wasnt normally a briefing room at all. One wall was dominated by a 
huge television screen. There was a table with a couple of chairs set up in 
front of it, and then behind that, a few couches and chairs in haphazard 
array. Everything in the room was beige, except the walls, which were pale 
green, and dotted with landscape photographs from various places where 
American forces were deployed. 

When Nomad arrived, he felt almost human. His riotous beard, already 
showing a couple of gray hairs here and there, was neatly combed, and his 
cheeks were practically red from all the scrubbing hed done to get the 
stench of the mission off him. He'd changed into clean fatigues, if not neat 
ones, and a pair of cheap sunglasses protected his weary eyes from the harsh 
fluorescent lighting. 

Weaver was already seated at the table, in fatigues so neatly pressed they 
looked like they’d just come from the dry cleaner. His boots were spotless, 
unlike Perryman’s, and he had a cup of tea in front of him. Ward was 
reading something on a Military Rugged Tablet and snickering. To 
Perryman’s raised eyebrow, he said, “Financial Times. It’s always good for a 
laugh.” 

“Gotcha.” Perryman dropped into the seat next to him. “How do we 
turn this thing on?” 

In response, Weaver put down the MRT, swung his feet to the ground, 
and picked up a remote control. He mashed a few buttons, and then the 
screen filled with the familiar sight of Lt. Col. Scott Mitchell, the Old 
Man. Mitchell had led the Ghosts through more missions than Nomad 
could count before the Pentagon had kicked him upstairs. Now he headed 
the Group for Specialized Tactics, watching over the Ghost teams like they 
were his own children. 


“Major. Master Sergeant.” Mitchell acknowledged both men with a curt 
nod. He still looked like he could roll in the field at a moment’s notice, but 
there were lines around his eyes now, and there was an increasing amount of 
gray in his close-cropped hair. 

“Lieutenant Colonel. What can we do for you?” 

“You can give me an update on Sage, for starters. How’s he doing?” 

“Still out, sir. Doctors think he’s got a chance.” 

Mitchell sat back in his chair. “That’s better than I was expecting, at 
least. He’s a good man. And Joker?” 

Weaver leaned in. “His leg’s torn up pretty thoroughly. He’s not going 
to be walking for a while, but he’ll recover.” 

Frowning, Mitchell consulted a sheaf of papers on the desk in front of 
him. “Glad he’ll be all right, but that timetable’s not what I was hoping for. 
You want to tell me what happened out there, Major Perryman?” 

Nomad coughed. “It’s all in the preliminary report, sir.” Mitchell 
slapped the papers in his hand against the table. “I know what’s in the 
report. And I asked you to tell me, in your own words, what happened to 
put Joker and Sage out of action, and one of them at death’s door. Now talk 
to me.” 

Nomad shot a look at Weaver, who was keeping his eyes straight ahead, 
the barest hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. Son of a bitch 
had already talked to Mitchells CSM, I'll bet. Nomad grimaced. Hes gonna 
enjoy watching me squirm now that it’s my turn. 

“Sir. Our objective was to exfil a colonel in the Donetsk Separatist 
Sparta Battalion, said colonel having expressed interest through channels in 
switching sides and providing intel confirming an active and formal Russian 
presence in and around the DPR.” Nomad coughed once. “I mean, we 
knew they were there, but bringing back formal proof would have made it a 
whole new ballgame.” 

“It would have given Moscow something new they could deny and 
would have left the strategic analysis for the eggheads who get paid to do it. 
Continue.” 

Nomad stiffened in his seat. “We reached the rendezvous point. Did a 
sweep of the area and it read all clear. Everything looked green.” 

“Joker and Sage advanced into the field HQ to meet with the package 


and escort him to safety, while Weaver and I secured the perimeter. Our 


contact had assured us prior to deployment that he'd order hostile patrols 
out of the area before our arrival, making this a clean and easy exfil.” 

“And was it?” 

“Negative. When our people got there, the package refused to come 
along with Sage. He attempted to subdue the package to enable transport, 
at which point the package chose to shoot himself instead. At the same 
time, we had contact with enemy personnel who had presumably been 
tipped off by the package and who had been waiting to ambush us from 
prepared positions.” 

“Interesting.” Mitchell leaned forward. “And you didnt spot them 
during your sweep?” 

Nomad grimaced. “No. They were well hidden, and the majority 
remained at safe distance until we arrived. Clearly the ambush had been 
planned well in advance, and their positions had been extensively prepared.” 
He thought for a moment. “Were lucky they didn't just booby-trap the 
field, or that would have been that.” 

“If they did that, they wouldn't have been able to take you alive. And 
that did seem to be their aim, yes, Major?” Nomad nodded. “That’s what it 
seemed like. On the bright side, I was able to confirm these troops were in 
fact Russian Vympel operators wearing Sparta Battalion kit and insignia.” 
He stopped and turned to Ward. “Did I leave anything out?” 

Weaver shook his head. “Nope. ‘They knew we were coming; they were 
in place and well camouflaged. Drone sweep didn't see them either, so like 
you said, they'd taken the time to do some serious prep—and they waited 
until we were at our most vulnerable to hit us. In my opinion, sir.” 

Mitchell sighed. “PI start hunting for leaks on our side, but it sounds 
like someone with a Moscow mailing address got to the package before we 
did. Wouldn't be the first time.” 

“Yessir.” Nomad sat for a moment in uncomfortable silence. “Shall I 
continue?” 

Mitchell shook his head. “Not necessary at this time. The rest, like you 
say, is in the report. I was more interested in seeing how you described a 
mission that, by any reasonable definition, turned into a soup sandwich. 
We'll do a more thorough debrief when you get back, but right now, we’ve 
got something else on our plate.” 

“Sire” 


“Tm sending a package through to your MRIs. You'll want to study it 
on the flight back home. In the meantime, how much do you know about 
southwestern Venezuela?” 

Weaver raised an eyebrow. Nomad coughed. “Not much, sir. Am I 
going to need to correct that?” 

“You might want to. The short version is that in 2008, Venezuela and 
Colombia nearly had themselves a shooting war down that way, and while 
everyone kissed and made up for the cameras, the real deal was a lot 
messier.” 

“Define ‘messy’?” 

“Venezuelan regulars dressed as rebels hooking up with FARC irregulars 
and moving into permanent encampments on the wrong side of the border 
messy. [hey’ve mostly been laying low, but they've never gone away. And 
now, they're starting to make themselves interesting.” 

Nomad and Weaver exchanged worried looks. “Interesting’ usually 
means someone shooting at us, sir.” 

“With all due respect,” Weaver chimed in, “why is this our problem?” 

Mitchell smiled, lips pressed together. “I’m getting there, Master 
Sergeant. As you might have noticed, the Venezuelan government isn't 
terribly fond of the United States right now. It’s also dealing with an 
economy that looks like Godzilla just walked through the middle of it, 
which means that certain things are falling off the table. Like, say, paying 
the soldiers nobody knows about who aren't supposed to be there. And once 
those soldiers stopped getting paid, they got other ideas, because they had 
numbers and guns in a place that’s damn near impossible for any legit 
authority to project force into. Basically, theyre looking to carve out an 
autonomous state down there for reasons passing understanding, and there’s 
no one available to stop them.” 

Weaver leaned forward. “I repeat my question, sir. What the hell does 
this have to do with us?” 

“The good news is that we're not being tasked with solving this. As far 
as the Pentagons concerned, this is an internal dispute, and we're not 
getting involved. The bad news is, though, that there’s a couple of groups of 
American citizens in the territory these jokers are claiming, and they're 
being held for ransom. All quiet and back channel stuff, you understand, 


but somebody down there wants some hard currency to tide them over until 
the narco-cash starts rolling in.” 

“What sort of hostages are we talking about here>” 

“Two small groups. A small biological research lab’s scientists trying to 
find a cure for cancer by dissecting rare orchids and an archaeological 
expedition looking for God knows what. Washington wants them both 
back before the story explodes all over the news and people start screaming 
for full-bore intervention. The remoteness of the region where the hostages 
are being held has helped us keep a lid on this thing—not a lot of good cell 
reception down there for Snapchat selfies—but it’s not going to stay 
buttoned down forever. Which means someone has to go in and get those 
people out.” 

“Sir.” Nomad stared at the screen, his face carefully neutral. “Half this 
squad is fighting for their lives. Weaver and I have not yet even been 
formally debriefed on our previous operation. You cannot be seriously 
telling me that we are going to be tasked with getting those people out.” 

“Not the squad, Major. You. And Master Sergeant Ward. And the rest 
of the squad—your squad—will be filled out when you get here.” 

“Sir, I am happy serving under—” 

“Zip it.” Mitchell suddenly looked very tired. “This is not optimal, and 
we all know it. You’ve been bucking for your own team for a while now, but 
this sure as hell wasnt the way you wanted to get it. But right now were 
stretched thin. Every single one of our teams is deployed, but when the 
White House calls, you don’t turn to NCA and say ‘Sorry, we’re busy.’ I’ve 
the greatest confidence in you. Your flight leaves at 1100 hours. Read the 
package. We’ll talk more when you get to Benning.” 

The monitor switched off, leaving Weaver and Nomad facing a blank 
screen. 

“Congratulations?” Weaver raised an eyebrow. “I guess youre the man 
now.” 

“This is bullshit,” Nomad replied. “You don’t throw a squad together like 
this and send them in-country on something this hot, and you don't do it 
when half your operators are still washing dust off their boots from the last 
op. 

“Are you saying you didn’t earn this?” 


“Tm saying this shouldn't be happening. Doesnt matter what I earned 
or didn't. You saw the Old Man. He’s not happy about the op either, and if 
he’s not happy, you and I should be scared shitless.” 

Weaver shrugged. “Oh, I am. But we're still doing this. Which means 
I'd rather go in thinking about the mission than about how we're potentially 
getting screwed. It’s not like we haven't been dropped in some shit before.” 

The two men stared at each other, and then the tension was broken by a 
small ping. “I’m betting that’s the briefing report,” Weaver said, as he stood 
and stretched. “I hope it’s long. Cause it’s a long-ass flight to Georgia.” 
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Weaver only snored when he wanted to. Nomad had come to that 
conclusion long ago, and the flight back to the States was backing it up with 
more evidence. Put Weaver in the field, and he slept like a cat, one eye open 
and barely breathing. Put him someplace where it was safe to annoy a friend 
—say, during a ten-hour ride on a C-17 back to the US—and he suddenly 
turned into a two-legged sawmill. It was, Nomad decided, a gift. 

He, however, was not so blessed. The last time he'd slept on a plane, 
someone had tried to introduce a Stinger missile to one of the plane’s 
engines with extreme prejudice over Anbar province. The pilot had pulled a 
heroic maneuver and dodged the missile, but the resultant chaos had 
convinced Nomad that the best way to spend a flight was wide awake and 
with his seat belt firmly fastened. 

Lt. Colonel Mitchell had been as good as his word. The package that 
had been pushed to his MRT before takeoff was depressingly thorough in 
terms of the tactical and strategic importance of the operation Mitchell had 
suggested hed be leading, and it also came with the jackets for the two 
additional Ghosts who'd be attached to the squad. 

Looking them over, Nomad didn’t recognize one of the names. ‘That in 
and of itself was mildly unusual. While there were more operators now than 
there had been before they'd been shuffled under JSOC, it was still a small, 
elite group, and sooner or later everyone trained—and drank—with 
everyone else. Squads were squads and you didnt go in-country with 


everyone, but you at least put in the time back at base to gain a basic 
familiarity. 

But Rubio Delgado, callsign Midas, was new to him. Nomad read his 
file carefully. Midas reminded him of Sgt. Scott Ibrahim, a first-generation 
American whod been serious about love of country and giving back through 
service. According to the jacket, Midas had a strong spiritual side, and at 
one point had seriously considered joining the Roman Catholic priesthood. 
The desire to do more than he could from the pulpit, however, was too 
strong to resist, and hed sworn a different oath instead. Most of his 
deployments had been in Central and South America, and Midas was 
known to prefer negotiation to gunplay. Not that he was bad in a fight— 
there was a cheerfully gruesome report of his skill with his preferred 
sidearm, the Serbu Super-Shorty sawedoff shotgun, tucked into the file— 
but he was definitely more thoughtful, both about what he was doing and 
about collateral damage to civilians, than most. Midas’s preferred weapon 
was a Magpul ACR with an M203 underbarrel grenade launcher, an odd 
choice considering how many Ghost operations relied on stealth, but the 
jacket indicated he'd just been elevated to the unit. Maybe he'd learn. 

Then again, Nomad would have killed for an M203 on the last op. 
Maybe the kid was onto something, after all. 

Dominic Moretta, callsign Holt, was a whole other kettle of fish. 
Nomad was familiar with him, though they'd never been on an op together, 
and for that at times he'd been grateful. Holt was older than Midas. He'd 
enlisted at eighteen and earned his Sapper and Ranger tabs in the Ranger 
regiment before he'd been legal to drink. He was a gearhead and had a bit of 
a rep as a practical joker and more of one as a ladies’ man. ‘The trick with 
Holt, one of his previous commanders had helpfully mentioned, was to have 
someone shooting at him at all times. Then, hed take things seriously. If 
not, God help anyone trying to give him an order. He came from a military 
family, with his father and both grandfathers having served. Holt had 
decided early on he wanted to do the same, a resolve that was only 
strengthened when it became clear that enlisting was the fastest and safest 
route out of the crumbling Louisiana town where he’d grown up. Defensive 
as hell about his roots, Holt had long since made it plain he was never going 


back. 


Weaver cracked one eye open. “You been through the scouting reports 
yet?” 

In response, Nomad held up his MRI, with Midas’s picture 
prominently displayed. “Just going over them now. It’s going to be an 
interesting fit, especially with the fresh meat. Id prefer going in-country 
with someone a little saltier.” 

“I dont think we’ve got the time to wait for Holt to settle down or 
Midas to get more experienced. But like you said, there’s some talent there. 
I made a couple of calls before we climbed on board, tried to get the 
unofficial word on these guys, and what I got back was good. Holt’s a 
goddamned wizard with a drone, and Midas, well, the guy’s a total straight 
arrow but he’s got drive like a stock car on a straightaway. You get these two 
to buy in to your dubious leadership skills, and we’re going to be just fine.” 

Nomad laughed. “I like it better when youre snoring. The sounds 
coming out of your mouth make more sense.” 

Ward harrumphed. “If you don't wish to take my wise counsel, Major, 
that’s on you. But it could be a lot worse. A hell of a lot worse.” 

“Thanks for checking.” Nomad unbuckled his seat belt, then stood and 
stretched. “Believe it or not, that does make me feel a little better about all 
this.” 

“Well, that’s what I’m here for, isnt it?” Weaver gave a huge, theatrical 
yawn. “You going to get any shut-eye before we hit ground?” 

“Naah. You know I can't sleep on planes.” 

“Then arent you going to be a bundle of joy when we touch down in 
South America. I’m half tempted to go full B.A. Baracus on you.” 

“Who?” 

“Television character from the eighties. Dont look him up. I want this 
to be a surprise. Now if you'll excuse me.” Ward closed his eyes and turned 
his head, and loudly resumed snoring. 

“Lucky bastard,” Nomad muttered. He cast a jealous glance at his 
sleeping friend, then went back to studying the report. 
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CHAPTER 2 


The two newcomers to the team were already in the room when Weaver and 
Nomad arrived, still shaking off the weariness of the flight. Nomad 
instantly recognized each of them from the photos in their jackets. Midas, 
the taller of the two, was seated at the far end of the room, looking about as 
relaxed as an overwound watch spring. Clean-shaven, dark-eyed, and with 
his hair tied back in a ponytail, he looked the two late arrivals up and down 
with detached assessment. 

Holt, on the other hand, was thoroughly at ease. Physically imposing 
with piercing blue eyes and sharp features, he had his feet up on the 
conference table. A pair of scratched Oakleys sat next to Holt’s footgear, the 
sort of shades Nomad knew from experience were equally useful in the field 
or for disguising bloodshot eyes and life-threatening hangovers. 

“Nice boots,” said Weaver, and sat down next to Holt. “Kicked a lot of 
shit in those?” 

Holt stared at him appraisingly. “Four continents’ worth. Hoping we’ll 
get sent to Antarctica this time so I can make it to five.” 


“No such luck, gentlemen.” Lt. Col. Mitchell walked into the room, 
trailed by his intelligence officer, First Lieutenant Kirk Graham. The two 
had been working together so long that at this point, it seemed like 
Mitchell didn’t even have to ask questions out loud; whatever he needed, 
whether it be tactical field reports from Balochistan or market analysis of 
Chinese pork belly futures, Graham had it in his hands instantly. As such, 
despite the fact that he hadnt done fieldwork in years, Graham had 
acquired the callsign Wizard, lovingly bestowed in recognition of his skills. 

Mitchell took a seat at the head of the table, Graham sliding in next to 
him with his laptop already open and fingers dancing furiously. Nomad 
settled in on the left side halfway down, folded his hands and waited. 

“First things first, people. Holt, feet off the table. Save the badass act for 
the new recruits who are impressed by that sort of thing. We've got business 
to attend to.” There was an unusual edge to Mitchell’s voice, frustration that 
filled the room with tension. “Any bullshit about taking out penguins so 
Holt can get another stamp on his luggage is sadly off the mark.” 

“I take it the situation hasnt changed, sir?” Nomad asked. Out of the 
corner of his eye he saw Holt’s eyeroll, an expression that eloquently said 
“ass-kisser.” 

“We've got less time, if that counts as a change.” Mitchell rubbed his 
eyes. “Look, I know in a perfect world Weaver and Nomad would be rolling 
off active right now to recover from that shit show in Donetsk. And Midas, 
youd have a very different assignment for your first time out as a Ghost. But 
we don't deal in wishful thinking. As much as I'd love to leave you four 
alone to meet cute, there’s no time for that. This isnt a permanent 
assignment, so no one get their shorts in a twist, but considering the 
situation we're in and the manpower we've got available, this is how it’s 
going to have to play out. Anybody has a problem with that, they can walk 
—and keep on walking—right off base. Do I make myself understood?” 

“Sir.” It was Midas who spoke. “Is there a chance this will become a 
permanent assignment?” His glance took in the room, lingering briefly on 
Weaver and much longer on Nomad. 

“There is a chance. There is also a chance that by the time we pull you 
back out of the jungle, intelligent dinosaurs will have reclaimed the earth. 
Let’s just say that for this op, I'm grading on a curve. Lieutenant?” 


Graham smoothly picked up where Mitchell left off. “Ghost lead for 
this op will be Major Perryman. You’ve got twenty-four hours to bone up 
on what youre getting into, then we're putting you on a cargo jet bound for 
Manaus, Brazil. In Manaus, you'll be transferred to a light aircraft that will 
drop you in Amazonas State along the Rio Negro, a town in the Cucui 
district where you'll rendezvous with Captain David Protasio of C Op Est. 
He'll be your support on this mission. Brasilia’s made it very clear to the 
White House they do not want a shooting war popping up on their 
northern border, particularly since there’s a good chance it could spill into 
their territory. Moving force en masse into that part of the country is like 
trying to force-feed tofu to an alligator. We've already got a man in the city 
—town, really—arranging logistics and coordinating with Protasio’s people. 
There will be a craft waiting for you. Your ammo, fuel, and kit are already 
headed upriver from Manaus.” 

“Craft? You mean ‘boat,’ right?” Holt didn’t sound impressed. “We're 
crossing the border by boat?” 

“The other options were, A: March sixty miles through trackless and 
impassible jungle with zero landmarks and spotty satellite connectivity with 
the hope that you could then march the hostages back out that way before 
they dropped dead of exhaustion, or B: Swim up the Rio Negro while 
keeping your powder dry. ‘There’s one airstrip in that whole region; it’s in 
hostile hands; and it’s not long enough to take anything bigger than a Piper 
Cub anyway. Anything else, or can I continue?” 

Holt opened his mouth to retort but Weaver beat him to it. “First rule 
of standing in a hole is ‘stop digging.’ Holt, put the shovel down.” 

That earned Weaver a glare, but Holt said nothing, and after a minute, 
Wizard tapped a couple of keys on his laptop and nodded. Behind him, a 
giant screen flared to life, showing a satellite image of terrain so green it 
looked like AstroTurf. “The good news is, youre not being tasked with 
shutting this down by yourselves, taking out separatist command structures, 
or really doing anything that could end up on the front page of the morning 
papers in Caracas or Bogota.” The map refocused; this time there were 
borders drawn, and the image centered on the long, dark line of the Rio 
Negro as it ran south toward the Amazon. Two red dots appeared on the 
map, close to the water. “Weve got credible intelligence of American 


citizens being held here and here by the soldiers of what’s now calling itself 
the Revolutionary Free State of Amazonas.” 

“Begging your pardon, Lieutenant, if these guys are such a threat, why 
have I never heard of them?” 

“Good question.” Wizard sounded pleased for the chance to expound. 
“One, medias crap at reporting anything international, double crap for 
reporting anything in South America that isnt about sports, and triple crap 
for reporting on international politics unless the US is directly involved. 
Two, intel from that deep backcountry is incredibly difficult to come by. 
Best you can do is have stringers in Manaus and wait for locals to come in 
along the river and talk. There’s no infrastructure, no comms network, 
nothing. Hell, there’s barely any people. So it’s a big dark spot on the intel 
map most of the time simply because you cant get an asset out there except 
under dire circumstances.” 

“But now they've decided to kidnap Americans, which will put them on 
the map.” Nomad frowned. “I don't see the percentage in it.” 

“We've got two possibilities. The first is the one Lieutenant Colonel 
Mitchell relayed to you, which is that they’re taking a page from their 
neighbors in FARC and moved into the kidnapping-for-ransom business. 
Hard currency for hostages is a sweet deal. And then there’s the one were 
really sweating.” 

“Which is?” 

“That it was a mistake. That they took those hostages by accident, 
maybe some local commander deciding to be a hero, and now they’re stuck 
with them. They can't let them go because that shows weakness and they 
cant keep them. Which means that sooner or later someone’s going to 
make a bad decision, and then this thing blows up all over the news.” 
Graham rubbed his eyes in unconscious imitation of the Old Man. “We’ve 
been able to convince the families to stay quiet so far, but if anything 
happens—or if someone gets antsy— then all bets are off.” 

“This is a goat rodeo.” Weaver pushed back from the table. “You're 
sending us down there half-prepped with a Frankenstein’s-monster squad 


just to avoid some bad press? That’s not what any of us signed up for, 
Colonel.” 
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“We're sending you in because this thing could very easily blow up into 
a regional war on our doorstep.” Mitchell’s voice was cutting. “If we don't do 
anything and the hostages are killed, then suddenly weve got half the 
country pushing us to send a significant military presence to yet another 
part of the map weve got no interest or business being in, antagonizing 
both Venezuela and Colombia in the process. Those two have a hard 
enough time getting along, and now we'd be adding a possible US incursion 
to the mix? No thank you, Master Sergeant. That’s what we're really racing 
to stop—the cascade of interconnected crap that’s going to grow out of this 
if things go bad.” 

Holt frowned. “And if the op goes bad and we get caught, it all blows 
up anyway.” 

Nomad turned to him. “Then I guess we'd better not screw it up. You up 
for that?” 

“You've got no idea what I’m up for.” 

“Enough.” Mitchell stood and stared each man down in turn. Holt 
looked away, grinning. The rest met his eyes. “I cut you a bit of slack 
because you're Ghosts and I expect you to know how to be grownups when 
the time comes. I remember Buzz Gordon drinking Klaus Henkel under 
the table, and then Susan Gray doing the same thing to him. I remember 
Astra Galinsky kicking Joe Ramirez in the balls so hard he walked around 
crosseyed for a week after he made some dumb-shit crack about Russian 
training methods. And I remember being a young smartass and trying to 
tell Will Jacobs his business and getting my head handed to me on a plate 
with a side of fries because of it. But it was always about the mission, no 
matter what else went down. If you knuckleheads cant get that straight, 
then the hell with you. Pll go to Venezuela myself and get this done. 
Alternatively, you can get your heads out of your collective asses, stop the 
pissing contests, and actually get ready for this double-decker soup 
sandwich I’m handing you. Do I make myself clear?” 

“Sir.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Yessir.” 

“Roger that.” 

There was silence for a moment, then Mitchell glared ferociously. “No 
more digressions. Just give them the basics and let them have the rest for 


homework.” 

“Colonel.” The Wizard cleared his throat. “These suggested positions 
correspond to last known locations for the hostages. This,” he said, 
highlighting the one farther south, zooming in on the image to show higher 
resolution images of trees, “is a biomedical research station. Small team, 
largely involved in sample collection in hopes of squeezing new drugs out of 
the local plants.” Three pictures popped up on the screen, two women and a 
man. The image at the left, a headshot of a sharpfaced African-American 
woman with graying hair, was highlighted. “Dr. Kathleen Crotty’s the head 
of the team. RIT undergrad, Stanford PhD, taught at UMich and Notre 
Dame before landing a tenured position at Washington U in St. Louis.” 
The other two images lit up in turn, a younger African-American man with 
a round face and a serious expression, and a slender, smiling blonde woman 
with hazel eyes and a tasteful stud in her nose. “Gilbert Stanton and 
Melanie Carpenter. Dr. Crotty’s graduate assistants. He’s in charge of 
logging the specimens and prepping them for transportation, she’s logistics. 
They’ve been in-country for about two months, brought there by a local 
guide who's been resupplying them at a rendezvous point on the east side of 
the Rio Negro. A week ago, Carpenter failed to show for the meet. Instead, 
there were a couple soldiers with a message—Crotty and her team were 
prisoners of the Revolutionary Free State of Amazonas, and that someone 
needed to send along a lot of money to free them.” A new picture popped 
up, the three researchers looking very frightened standing in front of a 
small row of tents, while armed soldiers with casually slung weapons framed 
them in the shot. 

“The guide went back downriver with the message and the pic, and our 
friends at the base in Sao Gabriel de Cachoeira got it back to us. The 
interesting thing in this image, though, isnt the hostages. I mean, theyre 
interesting and theyre important, but there’s something else here. 
Specifically, this guy.” 

The screen zoomed on one of the soldiers on the left, a tall man with a 
hatchet face and a thin mustache. He seemed relaxed and in control, unlike 
the other soldiers who were obviously tense, clutching their weapons with 
white-knuckled fingers. They looked like amateurs. This other guy looked 
like he’d been there before. 

“Who's that?” Holt drawled. 


“Glad you asked. That, near as we can tell, is Colonel Gilberto Urbina, 
ranking officer for the Amazonas group. Ex-SEBIN, ex-509th Special 
Operations Battalion. A real charmer. A couple of years back he got 
crosswise with his superiors and the next thing you know, he drops off the 
radar. Turned out they'd assigned him to sloth-watching duty down in 
Amazonas, presumably to get him as far away from the seat of power as 
possible.” 

“SEBIN?” Nomad asked. 

“Secret police. Very unpleasant people.” It was Midas who responded. “I 
dont know what you have to do to get kicked off that squad, and I don't 
want to think about it.” 

“Right in one.” Wizard plowed on. “That they didn’t just disappear him 
says a few things about his capabilities. That they sent him off to rot in the 
jungle says more. But if he’s running the show for Amazonas, they just got a 
little more worrisome.” 

Weaver cleared his throat. “So we’re to assume that he’s on-site? And 
that the hostages are still there?” 

“No and yes. Weve gotten a couple of other images, all with the 
hostages in the same location. So as of twenty-four hours ago, they’re still 
where they were captured. On the other hand, none of the other pictures—” 
He paused to rapidly flick through a series of photos of the hostages. “— 
show Colonel Urbina. Best guess is that he’s moved on to another site, 
which is good news. He’s dangerous and well-guarded. If he’s in camp, the 
number of potential defenders goes way up.” 

“Noted.” Nomad tapped the screen of his MRT impatiently. “What 
about the other site? The archaeologists?” 

“Ah. Yes.” The grim images from the bioresearch lab vanished, replaced 
by two more portraits, a heavily tanned older man with a shock of white 
hair, and a younger, slightly heavyset man of Asian descent wearing round 
John Lennon glasses and sporting a shaved head. 

“The two weve got here are Doctors Andrew Messina and Herbert 
Kwan, respectively. Both specialists in pre-Columbian cultures. One teaches 
at DePaul, the other at Penn, and by all accounts, they hate each other's 
guts. Figuring out why they agreed to go on an expedition together is 
beyond my department’s capabilities, but a very large check from an 
anonymous donor underwriting the whole thing might have gone a long 


way toward smoothing that rift. They headed upriver with about fifteen 
porters, guides, and bodyguards a month and a half ago, looking for 
evidence of a lost city a grad student claimed to have located on Google 
Maps.” He shrugged. “Go figure. In any case, they stopped making their 
regular satphone check-ins ten days ago. Instead, a couple members of the 
traveling party came drifting out of the jungle scared out of their minds and 
claiming they'd been taken by armed men. Protasio’s people got ahold of 
them and sat them down, and this is the best guess as to the location where 
they were being held.” 

Nomad studied the map. “There’s some miles of hard jungle between 
those two locations. We can't shepherd civilians, especially not ones who've 
been in captivity, over that much ground and put them in range of a 
firefight before we pull them out.” 

“That’s correct.” Mitchell’s expression was grim. “We're looking for a 
pair of clean exfils. Hit the first site, pull the hostages out, and then go back 
and hit the second.” 

“Shouldn't we be doing this with two teams simultaneously?” 

“In a perfect world, yes. With what we've got to work with, you're going 
to have to make that first outpost go quiet so they don't know you're going 
for the second. That means quick turnaround. You get the hostages from 
site Alpha, run them to the border and do a handoff to the Brazilians, 
resupply and go back in for the clincher at site Bravo.” 

“And if the Free Amazonas types start shooting at Protasio while we’re 
doing the handoff?” 

“Then he'll shoot back. I don't think they’re dumb enough to start a war 
with Brazil, no matter how mad they'll get at you, and I know Protasio. By 
the book, formal as hell. He’s not going to move one inch across the border 
and risk being accused of a provocation, but if someone threatens his people 
he’ll get up on his hind legs.” 

Nomad grimaced. “I’m liking this guy more and more all the time.” 

“You'd better like him. He’s your lifeline. Any other questions?” 

“What support can we expect in-country?” 

Graham looked pained. “Comms are shit out there. We’ll have a bird 
going overhead twice a day so you can check in, but constant data’s feed’s a 
no-go. Local commlink will work fine up to about a mile, but mainly, you'll 
be on your own. Any others?” 


“About a million, but I’m not going to like any of the answers, so, not at 
this time, Colonel.” 

“Then I guess we'd better go pack.” 

“You've got twenty-four hours. I don’t care what you do with that time 
as long as you're on that plane.” 

With that, Mitchell stood, Wizard following his lead and snapping his 
laptop shut. The four Ghosts were left sitting in silence, looking one to the 
other until finally Weaver spoke. 

“That went well.” 

Despite themselves, Nomad and Holt chuckled. 

“All right, fair enough.” Perryman put his hands in the air. “Not the best 
first impression we could have made as a team. But these are the cards were 
dealt. If we cant win straight up, we'd better get real good at bluffing 
together.” 

Holt stood. “Twenty-three hours, fifty-two minutes. Plenty of time for 
us to pull together as a squad.” But there was a lightness in his tone that 
hadn't been there previously. “With your permission, Major?” 

Nomad nodded. “Dismissed. See you tomorrow.” Holt walked out of 
the room without a backward glance. “That goes for you, too.” Nomad 
stretched out of his chair and looked from Midas to Weaver and back. “Me, 
I need to go over the gear Wizard’s decided we needed for this op and then 
requisition the stuff we're actually going to need and pray the Old Man can 
get it for us. And then I’m gonna get some shuteye.” 

“You do that,” Weaver uttered. “See you on the other side.” 

Midas watched Nomad go, his face impassive. When the major had left 
the room, he turned to Weaver. “Master Sergeant, a question?” 

“Ask away. But I’m guessing you want to talk about Nomad.” 

Midas flushed faintly. “He seems a little unsure.” 

“He’s still coming down a bit from what happened in Donetsk, and this 
is his first time leading the squad. Cant blame him for nerves, but he’s 
going to be fine.” Weaver hooked a thumb in the direction of the doorway. 
“Also, your buddy Holt is what we in the head-shrinking business clinically 
diagnose as an asshole.” 

Midas laughed. “I’m sorry. I know it shouldnt be my place to ask, but 
I’m new to the unit. New to all of this. And to see things start out like that, 
it was a little worrying.” 


“It’s always like this, even when it looks like it’s perfect.” Weaver looked 
away for a moment, lost in memories. “You know what really makes a 
Ghost?” 

“Professionalism? Mental toughness?” 

Weaver shook his head. “Nope. Being able to take the most screwed-up, 
unexpected, five-alarm tire fire imaginable in stride and turn it into a 
tactical advantage. Hell, the way I look at it, we’re ahead of the game on 
this one—we know which brand of tire’s on fire going in for a change.” 

Midas laughed again, and then stood. “I admire your confidence, 
Master Sergeant. And I look forward to working with you.” 

“You say that now,” Weaver replied, walking away. 
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CHAPTER 3 


The runway in Cucui was short, rough, and uneven, which made it a perfect 
match for the flight in from Manaus. ‘The plane itself was a beaten-up 
EMB 121 Xingu, its rough paint job only partially obscuring old Brazilian 
Air Force markings and what looked to be a couple of duct-taped bullet 
holes. ‘There were two other passengers on board, one a telecom executive 
sent to the Cucui branch office as punishment for some infraction or other, 
the other a local returning from a trip to see family in the big city. They 
chatted amicably in Portuguese as the plane bounced up and down over the 
jungle. Midas joined in on occasion. His Portuguese wasn't great, but it was 
good enough for him to be included in the conversation. 

The cover story they'd been provided for travel was that they were going 
fishing on the Rio Negro, looking to catch big peacock bass and piraiba. 
The telecom executive asked once, got the answer from Midas, and then 
promptly ignored Holt, Weaver, and Nomad the rest of the trip. 

Which, to be fair, was what Nomad wanted. 


Weaver had shut his eyes as soon as they'd climbed on board, and Holt 
had long since joined him in dreamland. Professionals, Nomad thought. Get 
your sleep where you can. ‘That, and Midas’s joining the other men’s 
conversation, left Nomad the chance to simply look out the window and 
watch the endless green unfold below. Occasionally, small cleared patches 
broke through, small towns or even single buildings, often on the banks of 
rivers whose names he didn't know. But the jungle covered everything, its 
canopy leaning over roads and stretching from horizon to horizon in an 
unbroken sea of green. 

It was going to be a problem once they hit the ground, he reflected. 
Wizard had made it clear that the canopy was so thick and did such a good 
job of diffusing heat sources that there was basically no way to get any idea 
of what was going on under the leaves. If Nomad and his team wanted 
intel, they couldn't send a drone out and wait for results. They'd have to go 
out and get it the hard way. And as for what was under the canopy, the 
advance reports didn't look promising, either. The Old Man could talk all he 
wanted about quick in and out, but nothing about the jungle suggested that 
“quick” was even an option. 

The plane landed with more force than was absolutely necessary, and the 
much-abused landing gear whined in protest. The plane bounced once, 
twice, a third time, then settled in and lurched down the runway with 
propellers whirring and brakes screeching. Ahead, a wall of greenery 
marked the end of the runway and the start of the jungle, and both looked 
disturbingly close. 

The pilot shouted something in Portuguese, Midas crossed himself, and 
the two other passengers looked deeply unconcerned as the plane skidded to 
a halt maybe a half dozen yards from the edge of the makeshift airfield. 
There was silence in the cabin for a moment, then Weaver sat up and asked, 
“Did we make it?” 

“Yeah, we made it,” said Nomad. A lone man ran out of the dusty trailer 
that served as both tower and terminal, pushing a cart for bags. The pilot 
kicked open the door, providing a staircase down to the ground, and the 
hot, humid air flooded into the cabin. 

“Jesus, you could drink this stuff with a straw,” Holt muttered. 

“You want to catch the big bass, you go where it’s wet,” Midas replied 
without skipping a beat. “Or would you rather be back home going after 


crappies and snakehead?” Weaver hid a smirk while Holt sputtered 
something about alligator gar, and, grabbing their bags, the squad deplaned. 
They'd worn civvies for the flight in keeping with their cover, jeans and 
shorts and whatever the hell else Wizard said rich jerks going fishing wore, 
and Nomad could feel the sweat already starting to soak through his black 
t-shirt. Weaver, on the other hand, looked immaculate in a garish Hawaiian 
number, while Holt wore a rumpled and faded Drive-By Truckers t-shirt 
that had enough sweat rings under the armpits that you could cut the shirt 
open and count its age. Midas seemed not to mind the heat at all, his blue 
cotton shirt unmarred by any sign of perspiration. 

All of them wore sunglasses. 

“Where's our guy?” Weaver asked, as the porter slung the bags out of 
the plane and onto the cart. “Hey, easy there, we'll take those.” 

Nomad put a wad of reais in the man’s hand to forestall any protests, 
and the Ghosts grabbed their packs and cases. ‘The porter rumbled off across 
the dusty field with his mostly empty cart, the other two passengers 
following. The local turned, said something to Midas, and then walked off. 

“What did he say?” Weaver asked. 

“He said if we were going fishing, not to go too far upriver. The river’s 
running a little high, and it’s dangerous. A couple of other fishermen didn't 
come back.” 

Holt laughed sarcastically. “Yeah, can’t imagine why.” 

“There’s our guy,” Weaver interrupted, and pointed. Standing in the 
scant shade offered by the side of the terminal building and sipping a bottle 
of water was a short, deeply tanned man wearing cargo shorts, a linen shirt, 
and a shapeless fishing hat loaded up with pins and lures. 

“What makes you so sure?” Nomad asked. 

“Got a Group for Specialized Tactics insignia pin in there on his hat 
with all the flies and World Cup stuff.” Weaver pointed at the man, who 
stood up at the gesture. Nomad couldn't see a damn thing. 

“And you can see it?” he added doubtfully. 

Weaver nodded. “I’ve got good eyes.” 

The man waited for Weaver to finish speaking, and then waved them 
over. “Oscar DeScalso,” he introduced himself. “Uncle Mitch sent me to 
make sure you boys had a good time. I got a car around the other side. 


Come on.” Without stopping to see who was following, he turned and 
trundled off. The Ghosts, after a moment’s hesitation, followed. 

DeScalso’s car turned out to be a Range Rover of early ’80s vintage 
painted bright orange, with the legend OSCAR'S FISHING TOURS 
painted on the sides in both English and Portuguese. The Ghosts slung 
their gear in the back and then climbed in, Holt squeezing in between 
Weaver and Midas in the back while Perryman sat up front. 

“You got air conditioning in this thing?” Nomad asked. 

“Yeah, not that it does a lot of good. There’s a cooler in the back with 
water and beer. That’ll help more.” With expert precision, the man wheeled 
the vehicle out of the parking lot, weaving around pedestrians, pedicabs, 
and other drivers. Horns blared, but he ignored them, turning right and 
accelerating. 

“Welcome to the ass end of Brazil, guys,” he said. “I’ve rented a boat for 
you for the trip upriver and your gear’s either already stowed or waiting with 
Protasio. He'll see you tonight after sundown.” 

“I was hoping we could roll out immediately,” countered Nomad. 
“Time’s tight, or so Uncle Mitch kept saying.” 

“Negative on that.” DeScalso swerved around a chicken that had 
suddenly run out into the street and its equally focused owner. “Never hit a 
chicken down here. You never hear the end of it. You get away with hitting 
a human with less paperwork than if you hit a goddamn chicken.” He 
shook his head, stopped for a nanosecond at a dusty stop sign, then 
continued. “You're fishermen, you play the part. I take you to see Protasio 
right off, people ask questions. You put in on the river after noon, people 
ask questions. So, Im taking you to the local hotel, and then tonight PI 
take you to meet Protasio, and tomorrow before dawn, you hit the river like 
any other bunch of rich assholes looking for something to mount on their 
wall. Capiche?” 

“Where the hell are you from, man?” Holt demanded. 

“Canarsie. Y’know, Brooklyn. But I’ve been down here fifteen years, 
setting up ops for jamokes like you all over South America. So trust me, 
and everything’s gonna be just fine.” 

“You get us a river pilot along with that boat?” That was Weaver. 

“You really want to depend on a civilian in the type of shit you're likely 
to get into? Not happening. Your jacket said you could pilot riverine craft, 


so you got the job, Weaver.” He hit the callsign with a little more emphasis 
than necessary, a reminder that he did in fact know what the hell he was 
talking about. 

Weaver sank back in his seat, grumbling. “Great. Why do all you army 
pukes think that the only job in the navy is drive the big damn boat?” 

Descalso chuckled. “Because that’s the only interesting thing you do.” 

Weaver started to reply, but DeScalso slammed on the brakes in front of 
a white two-story building that smelled faintly of fresh paint. “We're here. 
Grab your shit, I’ve already checked you in, and Protasio will meet you in 
the hotel bar at 1900 hours.” 

“Hell of a way to win an argument,” Weaver muttered, but he got out 
like the rest. 


x k Ok 


The room Weaver and Nomad shared was surprisingly large, with twin beds 
and photos of successful fishermen holding up oversized catfish of various 
varieties hung on the wall. A tiny window-mounted air conditioner 
wheezed as it kept the heat somewhere less-than-unbearable. Weaver 
stretched out on one of the beds. “How much time we got to kill?” 

“Five minutes less than the last time you asked.” Nomad was at the one 
small desk the room offered, engrossed in his MRT. “I’m reading up on this 
Colonel Urbina. He’s a piece of work.” 

“You think he’s behind the hostage-taking?” 

Nomad rubbed his eyes. “I think Wizard’s right and this was a panic 
move on somebody’s part. I think he came in to take control, make sure 
things didn’t get out of hand.” 

“Ah.” Weaver swung himself into a sitting position. “Makes sense. That 
means he’s probably got some of his better people in place. It would be 
stupid to clean up the mess and then turn it right back over to the turkeys 
who caused it.” 

“Right. Hey, I don't know about you, but I'd feel a lot better if you got a 
look at our ride up-river.” 

Ward stood. “Are you trying to get rid of me?” 


Perryman shook his head. “No, I’m trying to make sure we dont end up 
at the bottom of the Rio Negro because we tried to cram too much gear 
into a two-man canoe. Take Holt with you. Delgado and I will stay here 
and watch the gear.” 

“If you say so.” He walked over to the door. “Dont go anywhere. I’m 
pretty sure my key only works if there’s someone already in the room 
opening the door.” 

“You got it. Now grab Holt and go.” 

Weaver went out into the hall and shut the door behind him. Holt and 
Midas were in the next room over, debating fish stories loudly enough to be 
heard in the hall. He rapped on the door, “Knock it off, you two. ‘The little 
old lady in 2-B doesn't want to hear it.” 

The door opened, revealing a barefooted Holt. “Yes, Mom. What do 
you want?” 

“Put some shoes on. I was going to go for a walk, and you look like you 
can use the exercise.” 

They shared a look, and then Holt turned away. 

“Gimme one second.” He reappeared a minute later wearing ratty flip- 
flops. “Let’s go.” 

They were out in the street before either of them said another word, and 
it was Holt who broke the silence. “Didn't want to talk in the hotel?” 

“Nomad did a sweep for bugs, but better safe than sorry. Thought we'd 
check out our transportation like good little fishermen.” They turned right, 
heading for the river. 

“You been down this way before?” Holt asked. 

“Nope. First time. Here’s hoping we make the catches we're looking 
for.” The streets were relatively quiet in the heat of late afternoon. Cars and 
bicycles were whizzing by in equal numbers. In the distance, thunderheads 
rumbled over the forest, promising rain sooner rather than later. 

“Do we know where the boat is?” 

“Nomad got the location from Oscar. ‘The guy’s a full service fishing trip 
coordinator, you know what I mean?” Holt snickered. “Just wait till we get 
out on the water. You want fishing, you come to Louisiana.” 

“Yeah, I heard you and Midas going at it with the fish stories. I thought 
all you had up the bayou were gators and catfish.” 


Holt spat on the ground. “Piraiba’s nothing but a big catfish, right? But 
let me tell you, growing up, getting a boat out and going off to do a little 
fishing, that was as good as it got. All the crap going down around me—my 
family, my friends, you name it—I could push off, and in ten minutes, I was 
in a whole other world. Prehistoric. No human troubles allowed. You just 
put your line in the water and waited for something to bite, and then it was 
may the best critter win.” 

“Did you win a lot?” 

“More than I lost. But losing was okay, too. If a fish put up a good fight, 
I was okay with it getting loose. If it was my own damn fault, then I'd get 
mad.” 

Weaver nodded. “Fair enough. And you didn’t end up as gator chow.” 

“Naaah, once you learn the rules with gators, they’re no problem. Treat 
‘em with respect, and don't go dipping your toes in the water when they’re 
hungry.” 

They hit a broad intersection. Weaver consulted a scribbled note, then 
shoved it back into his pocket. “Left,” he said, and they crossed against the 
light. “Hope the same rules apply for caimans.” 

“What’s a caiman?” Holt’s tone was quizzical. 

“I thought you said youd been in-country before. Black caiman’s like an 
alligator’s meaner cousin, and the Rio Negro’s full of them. Word is they get 
up to twenty feet long, which means a short guy like you is a snack.” 

“Well, aint that a kick.” Holt sunk into thoughtful silence for a 
moment. “They attack people?” 

Weaver nodded. “Oh yeah. They’ll hit boats, too. Knock the passengers 
into the water where they can snap ‘em up.” 

An edge of irritation crept into Holt’s voice. “Now you're just messing 
with me.” 

“Probably,” Weaver agreed. “Turn right here. Were almost to the 
water.” 

They turned and walked another block, and then the river stretched out 
in front of them. It was wide and black, with only the passage of a leaf or 
branch caught up in the current revealing how swiftly it was flowing. The 
far side was nothing but forest, trees crowded up to the water’s edge and 
exposed roots sticking out into the air where the mud of the riverbank had 


eroded. 


On their side of the river, a sandy beach stretched tenuously out into the 
water, a couple of docks extending out beyond it into the flow. A small boat 
emblazoned with the insignia of the Policia Federale bobbed up and down at 
the end of one, its duties done for the day. A pair of elderly men fussed over 
a canoe, hauling it up onto the sand and squabbling in Portuguese. 

“What are they saying?” Weaver asked. 

“Arguing over which one of them pays for the repairs. Apparently they 
hit a snag when they were out this morning.” 

“Fair enough, I guess. ‘There. That one’s ours.” Weaver pointed. 

It was long and low and out of the water, covered up with a tarp to 
protect it from the incipient rain. The sides showed wear, silver aluminum 
peeking through a jungle camo paint job. Only the engine looked new, a 
gleaming Yanmar diesel that promised more power than was strictly 
necessary to propel a boat of that size. 

“Welp,” said Holt. “It’s definitely a boat.” 

“It’s a boat that’s going to be no fun at all if we bring in a big catch and 
hit some rough waters. Those sides are awful low.” 

Holt shrugged. “Guess we'd better be careful, then,” he said softly. 
“Anything else you wanted to see?” 

“Yeah.” Weaver clambered down onto the beach. “I want to get a closer 
look.” 

“The beer cooler comes later, if that’s what you want to know.” 

Weaver whirled. DeScalso stood at the edge of the street, holding a 
fresh bottle of water and shaking his head. “What’s the matter, you don't 
trust your trip coordinator?” 

“Just hoping we'd gotten one of those nice bass boats like you see in the 
brochures.” Weaver stared up at him. “Wanted to see if it was big enough 
for everything we're going to catch.” 

“You've got enough fuel in the tank to do one hundred ninety-five miles, 
give or take, with a couple of cans of diesel on board just in case. Boat seats 
a dozen, got more than enough room for all your gear and supplies and 
anything you happen to catch, and you get a top speed of about thirty 
MPH. You've got a draft of two feet, and with the river this high that 
should get you over most of the snags and sandbars. Beam’s six and a half 
feet, give or take, so dont go wedging her into too many tight spots. 
Remember, she’s a rental.” 


“Heh. I couldn't forget that if I tried.” Weaver frowned. “You're sure 
we're good here?” 

“You're good,” DeScalso answered firmly. “Now head back to the hotel. 
I'll see you tonight in the bar. Be on best behavior. Protasio had a stick 
surgically implanted in his ass the day he was born.” 

DeScalso stood there and stared at them pointedly until Weaver and 
Holt started walking back. When they were out of earshot, Holt turned to 
Weaver. “You know what I hate most about this gig?” 

“I couldn't imagine.” 

“Putting up with all the smug assholes who know more than you do 
about what you're about to do.” 

“I imagine you meet a lot of those,” Weaver said blandly, and they 
walked the rest of the way back in silence. 


x k Ok 


The hotel bar had a lot of overhead fans. It was dimly lit, as seemed 
appropriate, and packed lightly with patrons sitting in ones and twos at the 
small wooden tables scattered around the room. In the corner, a television 
showed a football match, Taruna playing Olimpico, with the sound turned 
up just enough to interfere with any other conversation. The bartender, an 
older man with a shock of gray hair and hands that looked big enough to 
palm a bowling ball, nodded when Nomad’s team walked in and shouted 
“What do you want?” at them before they'd finished entering the room. 

“Four Xingu,” Perryman responded. The bartender looked at him with a 
combination of pity and disappointment, then ducked behind the bar and 
reemerged with four cold bottles. He put them down on the counter and 
muttered something Nomad didn’t catch, then waved him off when Nomad 
went for his wallet. “No, no, already paid for. Your friend, he has a tab.” He 
jerked a thumb toward the corner of the room, where Oscar DeScalso was 
sitting with two figures Nomad didn't recognize. Oscar turned and raised 
his beer in their direction, then motioned them over. 

The scarred wooden table was barely big enough for all of them, the 
elderly chairs creaking under their weight. “Good choice on the beer,” 


Oscar said as they sat down. “Xingu’s the beer of choice of the American 
fishing tourists who come through here.” 

“It’s that good?” Weaver asked, the bottle halfway to his lips. 

“It’s the only Brazilian beer most Americans have heard of,” said the 
man sitting across from Oscar. He was deeply tanned, with a neatly 
trimmed mustache and a black crew cut that was showing the first hints of 
gray at the temples. Sharply angled eyebrows gave him an expression of 
permanent surprise. He wore a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, 
revealing an impressive collection of scars along his forearms, and, 
incongruously, a pair of reading glasses were tucked into his shirt pocket. 
“Captain Protasio, I assume?” Perryman reached across the table to shake 
his hand. The man’s grip was firm. No jockeying for position and going for 
the maximum squeeze, just a quick shake and then he let go. 

“A pleasure,” Protasio said. “No need for introductions on your side. 
Oscar’s made me quite aware of the details of your fishing trip. But allow 
me to introduce my aide, Lieutenant Marta Correa. You can thank her for 
your equipment and supplies.” 

DeScalso coughed. “Captain Protasio is our point of contact with the 
Brazilian authorities. He oversees all the fishing expeditions in this part of 
the country, and if you run into trouble, he’s the one who'll come bail your 
boat out.” 

“I hope that won't be necessary,” Nomad said. “Any more word on the 
fish upriver?” 

“Someone brought in a picture of three this morning. They looked a 
little underfed, but they still put up a fight. In the morning, there'll be a 
map in the boat showing you where the big ones can be caught.” 

“Good, good. I'd hate for this trip to be for nothing. If we dont come 
back with a lot of catches, my old man will never let me hear the end of it.” 

A smile quirked at the corner of Protasio’s mouth. “A couple of years 
ago, and he would have tried to take the trip himself. He’s a real go-getter, 
as I recall.” He pronounced the words precisely, one after the other, his 
accent so faint as to be barely noticeable. “Now, Marta, have you prepared 
the charts for these gentlemen?” 

Correa was short but not slender, with the build of an athlete and the 
no-nonsense attitude of every logistics officer everywhere. She wore a short- 


sleeved yellow blouse, and there was a sheaf of papers on the table next to 
her glass. Water, Nomad noted, not beer. 

“Gentlemen. You'll want to be on the water by four-thirty to get to the 
best fishing spots upstream before anyone else decides to take an interest.” 

“Are we likely to run into trouble at the border?” 

“There’s a Venezuelan outpost at the border, but they’re not stopping 
anyone these days.” She looked annoyed. “It’s good for fishing, better for 
other business, if you know what I mean.” 

Nomad nodded, and she continued. “Now, if you get in trouble north of 
the border, technically we can't help you. ‘The last thing we want is to create 
a border incident. That’s still Venezuelan territory, even if they’re not doing 
much with it. But unofficially, these days, the actual location of the border 
may be open to some debate. In any case, river charts, tackle, bait, and 
everything else you need will be delivered to the boat shortly before you 
leave. We'll be stowing your kit in false-bottomed lockers. You'll be able to 
gear up once you get in-country, but when you get on the water, we'll want 
you looking like tourists.” 

“She'll supervise the loading herself,” Protasio said. “You'll have 
everything you need to make this a successful expedition.” 

“Sounds good to me.” Perryman raised his beer, and the others clinked 
theirs against his. “To a good fishing trip.” 

“To a good trip,” the rest echoed. Holt drained his beer in one long pull, 
then put the bottle down on the table. “Need a refill. Anyone else want 
anything?” 

“I think we're fine, thanks.” Perryman took a small sip of his, the beer 
heavy and strong on his tongue. “Got to get an early start, remember?” 

“Lightweight,” was Holt’s response. He turned to Lt. Correa. “So, 
Marta, if only tourists drink Xingu around here, what do the locals drink?” 
She glanced at Protasio, then opened her mouth to reply, but before she 
could, Holt interrupted again. “No, no, show me. Come on.” And then 
somehow she was walking with him to the bar, and the two were conversing 
intently. 

“I think [ll be turning in,” Midas said, and put his mostly full bottle 
back down on the table. “Like you said, weve got an early start.” He rose 
from the table, nodded to Nomad and Protasio, and, without another word, 
made his way out of the bar. 


“Quite an eclectic bunch of friends you've decided to go fishing with,” 
Protasio commented as Midas left the room. “Have you done a lot of 
fishing together?” 

“Not as much as youre doing now,” Perryman replied. “I’m sure it’s 
going to be a good trip.” 

“I have no doubts.” Protasio leaned forward. “But I confess, I’m a little 
disappointed in one of your friends’ failure to keep his mind on business.” 
He nodded toward the bar, where Holt and Correa were now engaged in an 
animated discussion. “If his behavior crosses a line, that could impact how 
well my team can support your expedition.” 

“Are you threatening me, Captain?” 

“No, merely pointing out that on something as... delicate as this trip of 
yours, we want to make sure there is no confusion about what everyone’s 
role is and where everyone’s focus should be. Your team should be looking 
upriver.” 

“I see. Well, PI have a little talk with him.” 

“That would be most appreciated.” Protasio rose. “And now, if you will 
excuse me, Pll be turning in as well. You're not the only fishermen on the 
river, I’m afraid.” He gave a tight grin, then wandered over to the bar in a 
clear effort to extract Correa from her conversation with Holt. Somewhat 
reluctantly, she acceded, and then the two Brazilian officers were walking 
out the door. 

“Hell of a start, guys,” DeScalso said, swirling the last dregs of beer 
around the bottom of his bottle. “Trust me, you do not want to get on 
Protasio’s bad side. Not out here.” 

“T get it, I get it.” Nomad shook his head disgustedly. “Anything else we 
need to know?” 

“Get down there at four to make sure Correa’s still handling the loading. 
Other than that, youre no longer my problem until you show up with your 
fish. Good— hell, what do you say? Not hunting, cause you're fishing.” 

“Good luck,” Weaver said. “I'll settle for good luck.” 

DeScalso chuckled. “Wouldn't we all?” He finished the last of his beer 
and stood. “You want anything else? Pm gonna go settle the tab.” 

“We're good,” Perryman said. 

“Yup,” Weaver added. “Actually, I need to let some out more than put 
anything else in right now. If you'll excuse me.” He wandered off in search 


of the bathroom as DeScalso headed to the bar, leaving Nomad alone for a 
moment. A quick look at the soccer game told him nothing of interest, so 
he turned back to the bar. Holt was talking earnestly with DeScalso, 
probably trying to get one more round out of the man, and DeScalso was 
having none of it. Unsure whether to laugh of sigh, Nomad settled instead 
for walking over to the bar himself. “A word?” he asked Holt. 

“Since this cheapskate’s cutting us off, that word’s not going to be beer.” 
Holt grimaced. “What can I do for you?” 

“Outside.” The two men walked out, cutting through the hotel lobby 
and out into the street. A few steps away from the building and out of 
earshot, and Holt nodded. 

“So, what can I do for you, Major?” 

“You can start by acting like a goddamned professional. We're not down 
here twenty-four hours and youre putting moves on one of the officers we're 
going to be relying on to get us out of this green hell? Now her CO’s pissed, 
and out here he’s the only friend we've got.” 

Holt took a deep breath. “Major, I don’t know what Protasio told you, 
but it’s all bullshit. And if you're really worried, go talk to the lieutenant and 
see if she’s upset with our little confab.” 

“That’s not the point. Youve got a rep, Holt, for being a player. 
Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell assured me that was overblown, and that you 
had your head screwed on straight, but what happens as soon as we get 
down here? Ive got local senior staff calling you out on that. What’s your 
excuse, Holt? What’s the explanation that I can take back to our friend and 
have him believe it?” 

Holt didn't answer immediately. Instead, he pulled a pack of cigarettes 
out of a pocket, took one out and lit it, then inhaled slowly before letting 
the smoke stream out his nose. “Nasty, these things. Local brand. Traded 
with one of the hotel staff for em cause I always got to try the local flavor. 
You want to learn about a place, smoke the local cigarette. You'll get more 
about the people who live there from one puff than you will from all the 
reports and all the briefings and all the dossiers HQ’s ever put together.” He 
took another drag. “Now, I admit I have a certain rep. But so do you, Major, 
and that’s for being a tightass. Loosen up a bit, and we'll get along just fine. 
Keep up this spit and polish bullcrap and you're gonna get us both killed.” 


Nomad could feel his face flushing red with anger. “I’m not here to get 
along with you. You're here to fill out my squad so we can do this mission as 
clean and as quick as possible.” 

Holt took a long drag, then flicked the butt onto the ground. “Look, 
Major, I know this is your first time taking point on an op, so I’m gonna cut 
you a little slack, but here’s a tip for you. You're leading the squad. ‘That 
means you get your squaddies’ backs, especially when some local thumbdick 
on a power trip comes after one of us. You get our backs here, we'll have 
yours out there. But trust has got to start somewhere, Major, and if you're 
not trusting your guy did the right thing in a bar here, it’s gonna be hella 
hard for me or Midas—or your buddy Weaver, once he figures out you're 
clenched up tight enough to turn coal into diamond—to trust the shots 
youre calling out there.” He ground out the cigarette with his heel, took a 
couple of steps back toward the tents, and then turned. “And for the record, 
Lieutenant Correa and I were discussing navigation on the river. 
Specifically, how to get past that checkpoint without being seen and having 
our fish confiscated. Thought that might be useful.” And with that, he 
walked off. 

Nomad watched him go, fists unconsciously clenching. There were a 
million things he could say in response but following Holt, calling him out 
would just make him look unsure of his leadership, weak and petty. 

“The kid’s right, you know.” Weaver moved out of the shadows behind 
Perryman. “A bit overassertive in the way he phrases things, but his 
argument’s on point.” 

Nomad turned. “How long were you there?” 

“Long enough to hear the whole thing. And before you go full Captain 
Queeg, no, I did not follow you to eavesdrop. Came back from the can and 
the party was over, so I thought I'd grab some air.” 

Despite himself, Perryman chuckled. “Okay, fine. But I need some 
backup here, Weaver. First op, this guy’s got the word ‘horndog’ splashed all 
over his jacket, and the next thing I know our POC is screaming a blue 
streak over Holt macking on his number two.” 

“I think the good captain wishes he were her number one, if you take 
my meaning. And Holt’s a good-looking guy. But come on, you really think 
the Old Man’s going to saddle us with a couple of dandruff factories on an 
op like this? They’re Ghosts, and that counts for something. Maybe our two 


new friends aren't quite Alicia Diaz-level yet, but hell, neither are me and 
thee. Youre going to lead, trust your people and trust that you're the right 
guy to lead them. You get my meaning?” 

Nomad nodded. “Yeah. Just dont want to screw this up, and it looked 
like we were headed there with speed.” 

“I think you'll be fine. Just remind Protasio who's here to help whom, 
and that’ll be that.” Weaver yawned hugely. “Right, Im for bed. Got a boat 
trip tomorrow, or so I hear. You going to do bed checks at curfew, Nomad?” 

Nomad shook his head. “Not necessary, I think. Thanks for the advice.” 

“Dont mention it. Now get some sleep yourself, or you're going to be 
even more worthless tomorrow than Holt is afraid you might be. You'll 
want to demonstrate different, I suspect.” And with that, he ambled toward 
the hotel entrance. 

After a minute, Nomad took a deep breath and followed. 
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Correa was already at work with a crew, all dressed in civvies, down at the 
river when the Ghosts arrived in the predawn darkness. Fishing gear was 
conspicuously displayed as the lieutenant directed men shifting crates of 
supplies into the boat. Despite the weight, it rode high in the water, 
straining at the rope that anchored her to shore as if eager to get underway. 
Other boats were already moving out onto the water, fishermen yelling 
greetings at one another as they headed to their separate fishing grounds. 
The old men Weaver and Holt had seen the day before were midstream, 
yelling at each other with undiminished ferocity that faded only as they 
drifted downstream. 

“Everything shipshape?” Nomad asked. 

Correa stopped yelling at a man pulling a cooler with the heft of an 
ammo box off a flatbed truck marked with DeScalso’s company name and 
turned to face Perryman. “You're early,” she said. 

“I wanted to see your work,” he replied. Down by the boat, the other 
Ghosts were lending a hand, helping move gear while Weaver clambered on 
board and started fussing with the engine. 


“Everything Mr. DeScalso specified will be on board in five minutes. 
River charts are in a waterproof pouch near the helm. I’ve uploaded them 
for you as well, but on the river it’s best to have tools you can touch.” 

“Understood. Have you been upriver where we're going?” 

She nodded once. “The thing you have to understand is that the 
territory you are going into, it is not tame. The river seems calm. ‘The jungle, 
because of the black water, is actually sparse enough that you can walk easily 
most places. There’s less wildlife than you'd think, at least on shore. But that 
doesn't mean that it’s friendly, or that it’s safe. The jungle is merciless, and 
it’s more dangerous to you than the men youre going after.” 

“We're going after hostages,” Nomad corrected her. “They'd better not 
be dangerous.” 

“You get into the jungle, everyone’s dangerous,” she replied. “Hold on a 
moment.” Without waiting for his response, she walked over to the truck, 
which was nearly empty, and snagged a small cooler, the sort of thing 
fishermen would bring with them. Without ceremony, she handed it to 
Nomad. ‘The contents clanked slightly as she did so. 

“For your friend. Better than Xingu. Id recommend being polite to him. 
He might just share. Godspeed, fisherman.” She turned and issued a set of 
orders in Portuguese. ‘The last of the boxes went on the boat, and the work 
gang headed up the beach to the truck. Three jumped in the back, while 
another got in the passenger side and Correa took the wheel. Then the 
truck was gone in a cloud of barely visible dust, and Weaver was waving 
him on board. 

Shaking his head, Nomad walked down the beach to the boat. Holt was 
already on board, and Nomad handed him the cooler. 

“What’s this?” 

“A present from your debate partner. She said to share.” Holt popped 
the cooler lid open and grinned. “The hell she did.” He stashed the cooler 
under one of the benches that served as seats, and offered his hand to 
Perryman. Perryman took it and hopped in. Behind him, Midas undid the 
hawser tying them to the ramshackle pier and then they were floating free. 

“Take us upriver, Weaver.” 

“Yessir.” Weaver gunned the engine, which had been idling, and the 
boat leapt forward against the dark waters. 
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CHAPTER 4 


“You got your night eyes on?” Holt asked. 

“Dont need NVG,” Weaver replied. “Sun’s already on its way up.” 

Holt shrugged, and went back to watching the shoreline, an endless run 
of trees, vines and other, less identifiable, plant life. The air was alive with 
bird calls and the alarmed hoots of howler monkeys, spreading the word 
that something was making noise on the river, and it just might be a 
predator. 

Midas crouched in the prow, constantly scanning the river ahead. 
Occasionally hed call out “snag” or “sandbar” to Weaver, and the boat 
would shift course slightly as they steered around the obstacle, and then 
continued on. Nomad sat in the middle of the boat, port side, scanning 
some of the maps that Lt. Correa had provided with a hand-held flashlight. 
“Okay, Weaver, how’s it looking back there?” 

“She’s handling fine. Im staying in the center of the channel. Deepest 
run, cleanest water. And out in the open like this ” 

“We're sitting ducks?” Holt interrupted. Weaver ignored him. 


“Out in the middle, we've got that much less of a chance of something 
dropping out of a tree into the craft with us. Or do you want to have to deal 
with a tree viper or a Brazilian wandering spider dropping down into the 
boat to say hello?” 

“The what spider?” Holt asked. “That can't be real.” 

“Can, and is,” Weaver assured him. “The world’s most venomous spider. 
It comes in bright orange. And we're getting further from the nearest dose 
of antivenom every second. Once one of those suckers gets its fangs into 
you, the poison starts—” 

“Enough!” Nomad interrupted. “Weaver, I trust you to not get us eaten, 
bitten, or constricted by anything along the river. God knows it’s wide 
enough; nothing’s going to jump off the bank and take a bite. Holt, keep an 
eye out for anything orange and poisonous, and we’ll be fine. Understood?” 

“Yeah, yeah,” Holt grumbled. Midas whistled, and Holt turned. 

“Here.” Midas threw Holt a can, which the man caught one-handed. 
“Mosquito spray. Put it on. Unless you want to go home with something 
unpleasant. They're particularly bad along the river.” 

Holt was already spraying himself down, then passing the can of 
repellant to Nomad. Perryman took it and hosed himself down, then 
offered it to Weaver. 

“You do me. I’ve got my hands full. The current’s a bear.” 

“Right.” Nomad got to work. “What’s our timeline?” 

“Border’s coming up sooner than Id like. There’s a couple of estates— 
fishing lodges, mostly— on the west bank of the river. That’s my real reason 
for not hugging the shore. Then it’s all jungle for a good long way. The 
border between Venezuela and Colombia actually runs right down the 
middle of the river, so that could make things interesting.” 

“Colombia's not our problem. Okay, Holt, get the fishing gear out. 
We're going straight up the gut. Gonna play it straight until we can't 
anymore.” 

“You sure?” Weaver sounded dubious. “Charts say there’s an island on 
the west side of the main channel, its point extending over the border. With 
the river high, we can cozy up behind there and sneak across, no worries.” 

“Negative. Wizard said these guys wander into town sometimes. The 
last thing we need is them hearing about a fishing boat that went upriver 


that they never saw. Besides,” he grinned, “Oscar went to all the trouble to 
get us this nice gear. Itd be a shame to let it go to waste.” 

“Roger that,” Weaver said dubiously, and held course in the center of 
the channel. “Can we go over the plan if we get stopped?” 

Nomad nodded, and pivoted in his seat. “Always worth another run- 
through. Midas, if we run into company, you get to do the talking. You're 
taking your buddies fishing, feel free to play up the rich idiot angle. Holt, 
it’s been made clear you actually know what to do with this crap. Do it, and 
make us look good. Weaver, if it looks bad, you get us out of there.” 

“And what will you be doing, Major?” Midas asked, half-smiling. 

Nomad popped open the small cooler Correa had given him. He pulled 
out a beer, then placed a pistol in with the bottles. “Pretending to be a rich 
idiot on a fishing trip. And watching all our asses.” 

Holt immediately got busy with the fishing gear, planting a piece of his 
own under the seat and in easy reach while he pulled out the ostentatiously 
large tackle boxes DeScalso had provided for them. He filled a bait bucket 
with water, and when Midas looked at him quizzically he explained, 
“Piraiba mainly strike live bait. We’re gonna look like assholes if were not 
prepped for them.” An examination of the fishing gear met with grunts of 
approval, and he made sure multiple eight-foot rods were good to go with 
sixty—five-pound test line and circle hooks bound with wire. 

“Hell of a complicated rig,” Weaver noted, watching in spite of himself. 

“Gonna need to add sinkers if were going after the big boys,” Holt 
replied. “Apparently all this crap keeps the piranhas off it.” 

“You say so.” Weaver eased the throttle down. “Major, how are we 
doing?” 

“Coming up on the border. Midas, you see anything?” 

Midas scanned the river. “Nothing on the water. I can see the border 
station coming up to starboard.” 

“Slow and steady, Weaver,” Nomad said. “Let’s see how this goes.” 

As they got closer, more of the morning mist boiled off, and the station 
hove into view. It was an ugly twostory blockhouse, big enough for offices 
and barracks alike. An empty flagpole sat out front. Part of the beach had 
been paved in concrete, now cracking, and a series of riverine boats like the 
one the Ghosts were using were drawn up on shore. ‘They looked old and 
had clearly seen hard use, and someone had done his level best to scrub 


away evidence of the Venezuelan flag on the paint. Nomad was pretty sure 
that even with four of them, even fully loaded, their boat could outrun 
anything he saw there, except that each boat also had a jury-rigged machine 
gun mounted at the prow. 

There were lights on in the station, and as the boat approached the 
border, a figure in Venezuelan army fatigues came tumbling out of the front 
door, an AK-103 slung over his back. He began waving immediately, yelling 
at them in Spanish to pull in to shore. 

“Major?” Weaver asked. 

Nomad shifted in his seat, moving the beer to his left hand. “Take us in, 
but not too close. Midas, you're up.” 

Midas nodded. Weaver gently changed the boat’s direction, swinging 
them in a graceful arc toward the eastern shore. 

The soldier had reached the river’s edge by the time Weaver got them 
into shallow water. He was a short man with a round face and a bushy 
mustache and a nose that looked like someone had broken it for him several 
times. Every breath was a faint wheeze, and he had unslung his rifle as he'd 
advanced. “Who are you?” he demanded in Spanish. “Don’t you know this 
is an international border crossing? You can’t just come through here.” He 
looked ready to boil over with indignation. 

“I have to apologize for my friends.” Midas stepped smoothly into the 
conversational breach. “They’re from the States, they're down here to fish, 
and they don't know the rules. Pm taking care of them, but you know how 
those Americans are.” He let his voice trail off, a little expression of 
camaraderie in the face of hopeless companions. 

“Shit,” the soldier said. “They know nothing. They just come down here 
with their dollars and think that will make everything all right. What are 
you fishing for?” 

“Piraiba,” Midas answered. “Peacock bass. Arapaima, if they can find 
it.” 

“Of course. The big fish and the fancy ones.” ‘The soldier scowled. 
“Illegal to catch arapaima, isn’t it?” 

“Ihey know that,” Midas said. “Ihey dont care.” Knowing his cue, 
Nomad turned to Midas. “Hey, man, what’s the hold up? We gotta get up 
river!” Midas looked at the soldier with a see-what-I’ve-gotto-deal-with 
expression, and the man nodded. 


“How long are you stuck with them?” he asked. 

“We have food for a week. Beer for three days.” 

“So three days?” He gave a humorless chuckle. “Okay, let me see one of 
their rigs,” he said. Midas reached back and grabbed one of the poles. Holt 
protested, but Midas ignored him and handed the rod to the man onshore. 
The soldier took it and examined it with a professional’s eye. “Hmm. A little 
worn, but good quality. Nice reel. Hasn't been used much. ‘The line’s a little 
light for piraiba, too heavy for bass. Your friend’s going to catch nothing but 
piranha.” He took a step back and waved them on. “Okay, you can go. 
Happy fishing.” 

“Hey, that’s my rig!” Holt sputtered convincingly. Midas elbowed him 
perhaps slightly harder than necessary to sell the moment. “It’s a show of 
respect. Let’s get out of here.” He looked at Nomad, who gave a small nod. 
Weaver said nothing, but steered the boat back out into the current. Behind 
them, they could see the soldier standing on the bank, making a couple of 
experimental casts into the current before turning and marching back 
inside. 

They waited until the station was almost out of sight before anyone said 
a word. “Nice going, Midas,” Nomad said, and raised the beer bottle in his 
direction before tucking it back into the cooler. 

“Thank you, Major. It wasnt too hard. He didn’t really want to stop us. 
Just wanted a little something for his trouble. It’s the toll on river traffic.” 

“If he’s got early morning duty, I’m guessing he doesn’t get a lot of take,” 
Weaver mused. “We still got enough rods back there?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” Holt sounded grumpy. “Five bucks says our buddy Oscar 
bills us for the damn thing.” 

“What do you care,” Weaver needled him. “You heard the man. You 
werent going to catch a damn thing anyway.” 

“You want some of that action? Twenty bucks says I catch more than 
you do.” 

“You win, because I’m not here to fish.” He turned his attention to 
Nomad. “What’s the plan?” 

“According to Correa’s map, we still have a ways to go upriver before we 
can pull in and start looking for an approach to the camp. We'll keep 
heading upriver, pull in when the satellite’s overhead so we can check in 


with the Old Man, and then gear up.” 


Holt nodded. “We going to hit them tonight?” 
“If we can. If not, you get to catch us dinner.” 
“Twenty bucks,” Holt asserted to Weaver. “Just you wait.” 
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CHAPTER 5 


It was around noon when they pulled in at a low spot on the western bank, 
a beach that was more mud than sand and more water than either. Weaver 
and Nomad hopped out and pulled the boat out of the river while Holt 
started unpacking gear and Midas scouted the area. After a few minutes, he 
returned. “All clear. The underbrush isn’t too thick. Pll clear us an area to 
gear up.” 

Nomad nodded. “Roger that. PIL call the Old Man. Weaver, keep an eye 
out for company. Holt, give Midas a hand, then grab something to eat.” 

“Roger that,” Holt said, lugging a heavy box ostentatiously marked with 
the DeScalso logo and the silhouette of a leaping fish. “Give the colonel my 
love.” 

“TI try to remember that,” Nomad said dryly, pulling the comms rig, a 
lightweight Harris 117G, out of the boat and firing it up. “OVERLORD, 
this is BLUECAT. OVERLORD, do you copy?” 

“Loud and clear, BLUECAT,” came Mitchell’s response. “Status?” 


“In-country and upriver. Maybe halfway to optimal pull-in point. Oh, 
and you owe Oscar a rod and reel.” 

Mitchell’s amusement came through loud and clear. “Do I even want to 
know?” 

“Negative, sir.” 

“I didn't think so. How’s the team?” 

Nomad hesitated for a second, then answered. “All lights are green so 
far. Haven't seen action yet, so as of now, everything’s frosty.” 

If Mitchell noticed the pause, he didn’t say anything. “Good. No further 
intel on the targets. Was hoping for another proof of life, but PH settle for 
no corpses. Anything else?” 

“No, sir. Kudos to Captain Protasio’s logistics officer. She’s solid.” 
Nomad thought for a minute. “Nothing else to report. Will check in 
tomorrow when we've got a bird overhead.” 

“Roger that, BLUECAT. I know it’s hard down there, but keep your 
powder dry. ‘The rest of your gear, too, while you're at it. They keep on 
making everything for desert ops and forget there’s still a couple of places in 
the world where it rains.” 

Nomad chuckled. “Yes, sir. BLUECAT out.” 

He cut the connection, stowed the radio, and headed in off the river. A 
thick scrim of trees greeted him, but once he squeezed through he could 
see. Holt and Midas had already finished eating. Midas was halfway into his 
battle rattle—helmet, eyepiece, wrist comm unit in place—while Holt stood 
guard, scanning the jungle. 

“Anything exciting out there?” Nomad asked. 

“Negative. Id like to keep it that way.” He looked back at Nomad, who 
had started slipping into his jungle camo. “You sure it’s a good idea kitting 
up now?” 

“Yeah. Were too far in-country for the fishing trip act to hold any 
longer. ‘Trouble comes, it’s going to come in force, and I want to be ready 
for it. And I dont want to take the time to prep when were on their 
doorstep.” 

“Understood. As long as we dont have to mess with any of Weaver's 
caimans, I’m good.” 

“Put your plates in and the caiman will break their teeth on you. All 
we've really got to worry about is snakes and bugs.” 


Holt groaned theatrically. “Why'd it have to be snakes?” 

“You're disgracing a classic,” Midas said, now kitted out. “Swap?” 

“Gladly.” Holt went over to one of the crates and started pulling out his 
gear. 

“When you're done, relieve Weaver.” 

“Got it.” The rest of Holt’s answer was lost as he stuck his head inside 
the crate, looking for something. 

“Do you want me to throw out a sensor?” Midas asked as he walked up 
next to Nomad. “Make sure we're clear?” 

The sensors werent usual Ghost gear. Wizard had talked Holt into 
taking them along for a field test. In theory, when activated and tossed out 
like a grenade, they'd paint a friend-or-foe picture of everyone moving 
within their range on the Ghosts’ HUDs. In practice, they'd been erratic 
when Holt had tested them on base, and neither he nor the rest of the team 
could afford to count on them. 

“Negative. No sense wasting them. Besides, we're still not sure how well 
the damn things work. And keep the gear on minimum until it’s go time. 
Correa was nice enough to pack us a JENNY and a power manager, so we 
can do a couple of rounds of recharges, but I don’t want to risk running low 
on juice.” 

“Understood.” He relaxed and watched the forest, rifle slung, machete 
held lightly against whatever the jungle offered. 

It didnt offer much. Correa had been right; black-water jungles were 
less dense than their brown-water counterparts, though there were still 
plenty of patches of dense undergrowth. The sounds of life were 
everywhere, echoing down from the impenetrable green up above, but 
motion was limited to occasional explosions of color as some bird or other 
was startled out of cover and burst into flight. Off in the distance, a tapir 
snorted; a bunch of howler monkeys answered with scorn. 

“Peaceful, isn’t it?” Midas asked. 

“I suppose,” Nomad answered. “Not really my kind of thing. Too close. 
Sightlines are too short. Not enough convenience stores.” 

“I enjoy the quiet,” Midas said, smiling, as something else set the 
monkeys off. 

“You call this quiet?” 

“It’s a different sort of quiet.” 


Weaver tapped Nomad on the shoulder. “You're up, Major. Get 
something to eat and get into your jammies.” 

“Where’s Holt?” 

“Down by the river, watching the boat. I think he’s fishing.” 

“Tell him we are not stashing a two-hundred-pound catfish in the 
boat.” 

“I don't think we have to worry about him catching one.” 

“Point.” Nomad moved towards the gear. “All right. 

Let me do this, and let’s get back on the river.” 
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Holt had in fact caught several fish, all of them small, spiky, and inedible- 
looking. He’d tossed them all back by the time the team was ready to head 
back upriver. There was no more pretense. The fishing gear was packed 
away, and Weaver pushed the pace as fast as he dared. 

“I think were in good shape,’ Nomad said, taking another look at 
Correas map. “We keep up this pace and—” 

A loud crack of thunder drowned out what he was going to say next. 
“God damn!” Holt shouted. “What the hell was that?” 

Midas pointed upstream, where a wall of black clouds was boiling up 
behind them. Thick daggers of lightning cut through the clouds, followed 
closely by more explosive thunder. 

“Where did that come from?” Weaver demanded. 

“Storms blow up quick down here,” Midas answered. “It’s headed our 
way.” 

“Shit.” Nomad could swear the clouds were visibly gaining on them. 
“Already. Weaver, bring us in to shore. We don't want to be sitting out here 
in a thunderstorm.” 

“Looking for a good place to bring us in,” Weaver shouted over the 
rising wind. “Nothing on either side where we can put in!” 

“Find something!” Nomad ordered, and then the rain was on them. 

It hit the water with a sound like a thousand snare drums beating rapid 
time, sweeping up the river like a solid wall. The light changed from golden 
to gray to near nothing, the banks of the river vanishing. When the water 


hit exposed flesh, it hit so hard it stung, and the wind screamed along the 
channel. 

Already there was an inch of water in the bottom of the boat, with more 
pouring in every second. Overhead, a bolt of lightning snaked upriver 
before burying itself in a tree at the river’s edge. There was a sharp cracking 
noise, and the treetop exploded in flames and wooden shrapnel. A 
deafening peal of thunder rolled along the river, making it almost 
impossible to hear Weaver, but his actions were clear. Muttering a prayer 
under his breath, he gunned the engine and the boat surged into the rising 
flood of the main channel. 

“Clear to starboard!” Holt reported, eyes just over the gunwale. The 
customs station might as well not have existed, so heavy was the curtain of 
rain blocking it from view. 

“Visibility’s maybe five meters! I can barely see the shore!” Midas 
chimed in from the other side. 

“Not worried about the shore,” was Weaver’s reply, and then they were 
out in the middle of the river and everything was gray rain. Holt was 
already bailing, and after a minute, Midas joined him. Nomad squatted 
down in the prow, trying to stay low enough to avoid getting hit by 
lightning while keeping an eye out for river obstacles. A darker blob loomed 
on the water, faintly visible through the spray. “Got a tree trunk heading for 
us,” he shouted. “Hard to starboard!” 

“Hard starboard!” Weaver repeated, and flung the boat into a sharp 
turn. The river surge slapped up against the side, pushing toward capsizing 
even as a giant tangle of torn roots and trailing branches went sweeping 
past, then Weaver adjusted course and they were headed upriver again. 
There was another flash of lightning and the tortured groan of wood giving 
way, as another massive tree toppled into the river. “Hang tight!” Weaver 
yelled, his voice swallowed by the thunder, and then the trunk was caught in 
the current, barreling downstream at them. Weaver slammed the boat hard 
right. “Ahead!” Nomad yelled, but it was too late; the boat shuddered as a 
floating branch slammed into it, the impact pushing the vessel back toward 
the main channel. Up ahead, the roots of the toppled tree loomed large, 
clawed fingers scrabbling at the rain as it careened downriver. 

“We're not gonna make it!” Holt bellowed. 

“Trust me!” Weaver yelled back, and cut the engine. 


The current seized them immediately, pulling them back downriver at 
speed. Just ahead, the massive tree trunk surged after them, its bulk 
seemingly blocking half the river as it spun in the current. 

“What the hell? We’re gonna go right past that checkpoint!” 

“T said, trust me!” 

And he slammed the throttle forward again. 

The roots of the tree surged up, closer and closer as the boat roared 
upriver. Nomad threw himself flat as they passed overhead, a few scraping 
the side of the boat as it pushed past. Then they were clear, the tree 
tumbling into invisibility behind them as Weaver pulled them close to the 
eastern riverbank. 

“What the fuck?” Nomad turned and yelled. “How close were you going 
to cut that?” 

Weaver beamed like a madman. “Leaves had more drag than the roots. I 
knew it would straighten out enough for us to get past... eventually.” 

“You're out of your mind! Just take us upriver slow and don't pull any 
more stunts like that!” 

“Yessir, next time Pll let us get sunk.” Weaver bent to his work, a 
cheerful Charon on a rain-swollen Styx. 


INTERLUDE —- WEAVER 


“This,” said Coray Ward to himself, “is pointless.” 

The target was Salim al-Rahman, nicknamed the Salesman, a senior 
ISIS figure and a key man in the Islamic State’s financial operations. Al- 
Rahman was the man who coordinated illicit money transfers to ISIS 
through thriving black markets in Turkey and Lebanon, and he also 
oversaw the underground trade in supposedly destroyed antiquities that 
kept the group’s coffers brimming. It had been he who came up with the 
idea of destroying sites like Palmyra, the better to raise the price for the 
surviving artifacts— carefully gathered and catalogued beforehand—on the 
unscrupulous collectors market, and it was he who had carefully identified 
the dealers and auctioneers who would willingly trade in such items for a 
price. When not engaged in looting the past for profit, he oversaw the 
network of complex financial transactions between ISIS and its far-flung 
group of affiliates, making sure that the money was always flowing in the 
right direction. 

He had not earned the notoriety of an Abu Salef or the battlefield 
legend of Abu Sulemein al-Nasser, but analysts agreed that he was one of 
the most dangerous members of ISIS, and that his activities netted the 
group hundreds of millions of dollars a year. 

And now he was in Uzbekistan, and someone at the Pentagon thought 
that this would be the perfect opportunity to take him out. 

One would think, Ward mused, that the Uzbek government would be 
more than happy to help dispose of ‘The Salesman. An ISIS-affiliated 
wilayat had taken root in Uzbekistan, stubbornly resisting efforts by the 
country’s largely disinterested military in rooting them out. But the Uzbek 


government’s relationship with Washington had deteriorated of late, 
making drone operations or any sort of large-scale response impossible. 

That meant boots on the ground. Quiet ones. Because, the analysts said, 
the odds of getting another crack at al-Rahman were minimal. If they didn’t 
take him out now, they might not get another chance. And the impact of 
taking him off the board could be devastating. 

“Or,” Weaver muttered to himself, “they could just promote another guy 
whod do the same damn thing.” 

He lay on a rocky outcropping overlooking a hastily constructed airstrip 
east of Tepar, his body occupying a shallow trench hed dug out himself 
after arriving here two nights previously. SIGINT intercepts had suggested 
a three-day window when the target would be arriving along with a best 
guess at a destination, and then Weaver and his team had been on the 
move, dropped on the Kyrgyz side of the border and hoofing it through 
brutal terrain to reach the target zone. The rest of the squad was under 
cover, prepared to assist if things went bad, but Weaver was front and 
center, and all he could do was wait. Hed amused himself by calculating 
targeting solutions to every inch of the airfield and the surrounding area, 
but that had gotten old, fast. Now there was nothing to do but be patient. 

He stretched and then tugged at the camo netting overlaying his 
Remington MSR to make sure there were no telltale reflections off the 
metal of the barrel. The weapon was painted matte black to avoid just such 
an occurrence, but Ward was a great believer in attention to detail. All it 
took was one paint chip to expose polished metal and he'd be made, and 
then the best thing that could happen would be scrubbing the mission. 

The worst, well, he didn’t feel like thinking about that. 

“Weaver, this is Buccaneer, do you copy?” ‘The voice of his squad leader 
came crackling in over his headset. 

“I hear you, Buccaneer. What’s up?” 

“One, I’m pretty sure I just saw a scorpion the size of a small dog walk 
past our position. Two, Ajax claims he’s picking up chatter from a plane 
inbound on your position. Engine noise indicates civilian transport. It may 
be showtime.” 

“Roger that. Can you get eyes on the bird?” 

“Will do. Bearing is one-six-niner... and weve got visual. It’s a Cessna 
Caravan. No markings. Altitude is angels three, coming down rapidly. 


Cannot get a visual on the passenger.” 

“I hear you.” Ahead of him, the runway shimmered in the morning 
heat. It was a mirage, there'd been no rain here for weeks, and the slightest 
breeze kicked up vast billowing puffs of orange dust. 

Now he, too, could hear the plane, the high propeller whine cutting 
through the intermittent sound of the wind. Its approach to the runway was 
straight, which meant it would be traversing from his right to his left to 
touch down on the unpaved and absurdly short strip. A lone windsock hung 
at the end of it, its fitful attempts to flap in the breeze punctuated by long 
stretches of dangling against the post. An unpainted shack stood at the side 
of the runway, its windows caked with dust, and three vehicles sat beside it. 
One was a technical pickup with a gleaming .50 cal mounted in the back, 
while the other two were beaten-up Land Rovers in dust-covered white. 

As he watched, a small group of men emerged from the building. The 
one in the middle of the group wore a gray business suit, incongruous in the 
surroundings, while the rest wore fatigues and sported AKs slung over their 
backs. The entire group stood, looking off into the distance toward the 
direction of the inbound plane. 

“Buccaneer, this is Weaver. I’ve got eyes on the Salesman’s welcoming 
party. Im seeing four armed outside, an unknown number inside, and one 
VIP who I’m guessing is the reason for the meet.” 

“I hear you, Weaver. Can you get an image on the VIP?” 

“Working on it,” Weaver replied. He put his eye back to the EOTech 
Vudu 3.5x 18 scope, centering the image on the man in the suit. The scope 
itself had been jury-rigged by one of the geniuses back at Coronado for just 
such a circumstance. Somehow, he'd attached a small digital camera to the 
scope itself, allowing Weaver to take pictures of targets at multiple 
kilometer range. He could then upload the images to the rest of the squad, 
an invaluable asset on operations like this. 

“Turn around, you beautiful bastard,” he urged the man in the suit, but 
the man stubbornly refused to oblige. Bodyguards kept passing in front of 
him, ruining the shot, and the din of the approaching aircraft got louder. 
“Running out of time here,” Weaver told himself, then steadied his 
breathing and waited... 

...and the man in the gray suit turned, his expression faintly impatient, 
as Weaver got a quick series of three snapshots. “Buccaneer, this is Weaver. 


Uploading images now.” 

“Roger that. Receiving and patching them through on the satellite 
uplink. Maybe we got lucky and caught two fish today.” 

“But I only brought one bullet.” 

Buccaneer laughed, even as another voice broke in on the link. “This is 
Ajax. We have confirmation the target is on the flight. Repeat, chatter 
between the plane and the tower indicates the target is on board.” 

Weaver blew out a deep breath, slowly. “So that’s the good news. The 
bad news is that the plane’s coming in on a vector where I’m not set up for 
the shot. I’m going to have to wait for him to move to the vehicles, and 
even that’s not going to be clean.” 

“Should have brought two bullets,” Buccaneer replied. “Getting 
comeback on the images. HQ confirms your man in the suit is a British 
expat named Harris Abernathy. They call him ‘al-Britani,’ the Brit, and he’s 
a dirty-money specialist with links to terrorist sponsors in Qatar. If he’s 
meeting al-Rahman here, that means ISIS is going to be ramping 
Uzbekistan up as a theater. Alternatively, they’re going to be moving some 
key people here from Raqqa ‘cause the heat’s been turned up in Syria.” 

“Well, goddamn. What does the brass want me to do about this? Take 
out Abernathy? Abort the mission? Keep on keeping on?” ‘The buzzing of 
the plane was louder now, and Weaver glanced over to see a small single- 
engine aircraft crest the series of low ridges that bounded the western edge 
of the plain where the airfield was located, and start its descent. 

“Brass are having themselves a slapfight over what to do. Until you hear 
otherwise, Weaver, the original op is still a go. I repeat, original op is still a 
go. 

“Roger that.” He hunkered back down and put his eye to the scope, 
scanning the makeshift parking lot for the best angle. The Salesman would 
almost certainly be riding in the back of one of the Range Rovers. He was 
an honored guest, and besides, hed probably want to be talking business 
with his opposite number. Mentally, Weaver started ticking off the routes 
and doors the target wouldn't be using, finally settling for one path that 
would leave a shooting lane in the gap between building and vehicle. It 
wasn't much—at a brisk walking pace the target would only be in his field of 
fire for a couple of seconds—but that was what Weaver had trained for: 
Patience. Precision. And ultimately, results. 


“Weaver.” Buccaneer sounded exasperated. “Bigwigs cant decide on 
who's the bigger target, or if you should just switch to photo surveillance 
and bring back evidence of the meet.” 

“They wanted that, they could have sent a high-altitude UAV and saved 
the need for you to have scorpions crawling all over your jock.” 

“Preach it. But there has been no call to abort, so unless I hear 
differently, you are to hit the target, and only the target.” 

Weaver thought for a second. “So were going to leave al-Britani free to 
go?” 

“Until they tell us otherwise, that is correct.” 

“I find that outcome unsatisfactory.” 

“Orders, Weaver.” 

“I know, I know.” 

The plane was approaching the runway now, dropping speed and 
coming in at a sharp angle. In seconds, they'd be on the ground, then the 
bodyguards would be hustling the target away and, as good as he was, 
Weaver knew the realistic odds of him pulling off the shot were low. ‘There 
were too many variables and the window was tiny. He could do it—his 
ratings were off the charts—but it was still a gamble. 

On the other hand, he knew exactly what path the plane was taking. 

It was the longest of long shots, of course. Hitting a moving aircraft, 
even a slow-moving one, even one coming in for a landing and thus on an 
eminently predictable flight path, was tough enough. Hitting someone 
inside the aircraft, that was the sort of thing only madmen would try. 

He'd heard Pepper, a sniper hed done some training with, had brought 
down a Hind on an attack run, and had asked the man about it when he ran 
into him once in a bar. “First of all,” Pepper said, “It was a truck, not a helo. 
Second, I was aiming for the engine block. Son of a bitch hit a pothole and 
I caught him in the neck instead.” 

What the hell... ? 

“Tm taking the shot,” Weaver heard himself saying. 

“Come again, Weaver? ‘They’re not on the ground yet.” 

“I said, I’m taking the shot.” 

“What shot?” 

And then he squeezed the trigger. 


A thunderous boom rolled out, swallowed by the immensity of the plain 
below. The bullet smashed through the glass of the plane’s cockpit and took 
the pilot just behind the ear. The man slumped forward, taking the stick 
with him, and the plane suddenly dove straight down. 

The men on the ground were professionals. Two grabbed al-Britani and 
pulled him away from the airstrip, while the others dove for cover as the 
airplane hit with a sickening crunch of twisted metal and shattered glass. 
The nose plowed into the airstrip, digging a trench as the wreck drove 
forward, and then the back end of the plane tumbled over the front and it 
began sliding down the rest of the runway upside-down. A minute later, it 
shuddered to a stop right next to the hut that served as a tower. Small 
flames burst out along the now-jagged lines of the fuselage, and then the 
two unattached bodyguards were running for it, hoping to pull the 
Salesman out while the other two hustled al-Britani toward one of the 
Land Rovers. 

Weaver waited until they were all in place—al-Rahman getting into a 
Land Rover, the two men pulling at the fractured door of the plane—before 
carefully sighting and firing another bullet into the plane’s fuel tank. 

It went up with a roar, sending flames skyward and pieces of burning 
metal raining down. One smashed the windshield of the Land Rover the 
Salesman was in, another hit a free-standing propane tank next to the shed. 
There was another explosion, and then another, and then there was just 
scorched metal and flame and dust and nothing moving on the ground at 
all. 

“Weaver, what the hell did you just do?” 

“I found a second bullet.” 

There was silence on the channel for a long moment, then Buccaneer 
broke back in. “Ajax, Golem, go down there and confirm the kills. Weaver, I 
sure as shit hope you brought at least three bullets so you can cover them. 
Once the kills are confirmed, rally at Hector-two-nine for evac.” 

“Roger that.” 

“And Weaver, when we get home, some army puke from Benning wants 
to talk to you. He wants to talk to you real bad.” Buccaneer’s tone was full 
of ominous threat, which Weaver failed to acknowledge. 

“Let’s not keep the man waiting, then. Ajax, Golem, pick it up.” 






fa 


4 


CHAPTER 6 


A half hour and a couple more close calls later, Midas spotted a place along 
the bank to pull in for the rest of the storm. Weaver steered the boat in 
under the thick cover of the riverine jungle canopy, keeping a sharp eye out 
for more flotsam that could put a permanent dent in their transportation. 

Eventually the rain slackened, and then sunshine burst through and the 
jungle was transformed. ‘The wet leaves were a vibrant, glistening emerald, 
while wisps of steam drifted out of the jungle to curl, smoke-like, on the 
still-raging river. In the distance, birdsong started up again, a final sign the 
deluge was over. 

“River's going to keep rising for a while, Major. We might as well go 
now before it crests. Otherwise, who knows how long we’ll be sitting here.” 

Nomad nodded. “Right. Take us back out, nice and easy. It gets rough, 
we pull back in. How far to our pull-in point?” Midas studied the GPS. 
“About fifteen klicks.” 

“It’s a long way to walk,” Holt countered. 

Midas looked at him. “Seriously?” 


Holt gave an exaggerated stretch. “Much better to be traveling in this 
kind of luxury.” He patted the side of the boat while Midas rolled his eyes. 
Nomad suppressed a chuckle and looked away. “Let’s get started. Weaver, 
let’s go.” 

They pulled back into the river, its black waters stained with blooms of 
muddy brown. Gone was the placid, slow current of the morning. Now the 
river pushed back against them, trying to drive them downstream. Shrubs, 
branches, and the occasional tree trunk crashed past, but Weaver 
maneuvered around them with ease. “You know, this is going to eat up our 
fuel a lot faster than we planned.” Weaver tapped the fuel gauge with one 
finger, just for emphasis. 

Nomad shook his concern off. “We’ll refuel back in Brazil. Just keep 
pushing.” 

“You're the boss. I'll just drive the big damn boat.” 

“I heard that,” Nomad said, but he was smiling. “Holt, you've got 
navigation duty.” 

“What’s that mean?” 

“Watch out for trees.” Nomad clambered back toward the rear, while 
Holt took his place, sitting with predatory stillness at the prow, weapon at 
the ready. They cruised in silence for an hour, and then Holt held up his 
hand in warning. 

“What the hell is that?” Using his weapon, Holt gestured upstream to 
where a section of the river appeared to be boiling. The water roiled and 
frothed, and bloody spray pulsed into the air. 

Weaver eased back on the throttle. “Feeding frenzy. We don't want to 
get in the middle of that. Gonna just hold right here until whatever’s out 
there gets itself flensed.” 

Holt leaned forward. “Gimme the binos.” Wordlessly, Midas handed 
them over. Holt took them and scanned the disturbance up ahead. 

“What have you got?” 

Holt frowned, then passed the gear to Nomad. “Take a look for 
yourself.” 

Nomad lifted his shades, then peered through the binoculars. At first all 
he saw was the bloody froth, filled with silvery fish darting back and forth 
so fast they were little more than blurs in the reddened water. Then he 
adjusted focus and realized what the scavengers were devouring. 


“That’s a floater.” 

“Two, at least,” Holt disagreed. “I don’t like it. There’s a whole lot of 
nothing since we crossed the border, and then suddenly we see this? At the 
very least, we ought to get a closer look at the bodies.” 

“GPS says there’s no village within at least thirty klicks.” Holt sounded 
disgusted. “Which leads to the obvious question: Where'd those bodies 
come from?” 

“Real close by. The way those fish are going at them, there’s no way they 
could have lasted long.” 

Nomad put the binos down. “Holt’s right. This stinks. 

I know we can't get the bodies out of the water—” “Not without losing a 
hand,” Weaver added blithely. 

“but we need more to go on.” 

“I am nof driving us into that,” Weaver said. 

“Dont need you to.” Nomad stared out across the water. “Steer us in to 
shore, eastern side. I want us under cover of the canopy. Midas, keep an eye 
out for anything that might try dropping out of the branches. Holt. Do 
your thing.” 

“Roger that.” With practiced ease, Holt pulled a quadcopter drone out 
of a waterproof bag. Matte black and sporting a .9 gigapixel camera, it leapt 
into the air and buzzed out over the choppy water. “Pushing you the feed,” 
Holt said, and the image from the camera, muddy waves rolling past at 
high speed, popped into focus on Nomad’s HUD. 

“Got visual.” 

“Roger. Moving her into position. Gotta keep her low or one of the big 
fucking birds they’ve got around here will decide she’s a snack.” ‘There was a 
soft shudder as the side of the raft bumped up against a massive tangle of 
tree roots that marked the riverside. Bright sunlight gave way to cool green 
shade as the forest canopy loomed over them. Midas leapt out onto the 
bank, weapon ready, and scanned the deep woods. 

“Something’s wrong,” he announced. “Nothing’s moving back there.” 

“Hush.” Holt was hunched over the controls of the drone, now zeroing 
in on the rapidly subsiding disturbance in the river. “Couple more feet 
and... we are... there.” An angry whine cut through the thick jungle air, the 
sound of the drone hovering at dangerously low altitude. On Nomad’s 
HUD, the scene in the water came into focus. The bodies had been savagely 


worked over by scavengers, many of whom were still at it. Rags of clothing 
marked them where the ravenous fish hadnt gnawed it away, part of a t- 
shirt here, mostly undamaged denim from a pair of jeans there. 

“Locals,” Nomad said, and Holt nodded. “Guess there’s a village around 
here after all.” 

“Probably. Let me see if I can get in a little closer...” Holt cursed as a 
particularly energetic blast of foam surged up from the feeding frenzy and 
temporarily rendered the drone view a crimsoned blur. “There we go. ‘There. 
There, you see it?” 

As the image resolved, one of the torsos came into view, rolling over 
lazily in the water. Much of the meat was gone. But even where piranha and 
other scavengers had been at it, there was still unmistakable evidence of 
what had happened before. A line of bullet holes stitched across the body, 
plainly visible for a moment before the waters surged over it and it was lost 
to view beneath the spray. 

“Those look like exit wounds to you?” Holt was all business as he 
brought the drone back into the boat. 

Nomad nodded. “Yeah. Which means at least one of them was caught 
by surprise.” 

“Or running away.” 

“Or running away.” They paused for a moment to consider the 
implications while the drone settled back down into the craft ahead of 
where Holt sat cross-legged. “Good girl,” he said, wiping it down with a 
microfiber cloth. “Don't want any of that nasty-ass river mud on your lenses, 
no ma'am.” 

Nomad and Weaver shot each other a glance, with one of Weaver's 
eyebrows slowly going up. “Permission to speak?” 

Nomad nodded. 

“Something bad’s going down around here. But our mission’s upriver. 
The people we’ve got to rescue, they’re a long way from here. ‘This isn’t our 
op, and if we get caught up in whatever’s going down, then we put those 
other people, the ones we're supposed to be getting out, at risk. We can’t get 
involved here.” 

Midas suddenly sniffed. “You all smell that?” 

“Smoke?” 

“Smoke.” 


“Shit.” 

Nomad frowned. “All right, Holt. Back onboard. We're pulling out 
before the fight finds us.” 

“Sir.” Midas pointed into the deep woods. “I think it already has.” 

They all heard it then, even as Midas ducked behind a fallen log covered 
in shelf fungus and creeping vines. 

Footsteps. The sound of someone running for their life, crashing 
through vegetation as they went. And behind it, gunfire in three round 
bursts and the sounds of pursuit. 

“Headed our way.” Holt unlimbered his weapon with easy confidence 
and slithered onto the bank. “We run, we got nowhere to hide on the river.” 

“Get back in the damn boat! I can get us out of here!” 

Nomad looked from river to forest and back again. Holt was right, there 
was no cover on the river, and if they pulled out now, there was every 
chance they'd be spotted and drawn into a running gun battle along the 
banks. On the other hand, if they stayed put, they were signing up for a 
slugfest against an unknown enemy force on bad terrain, on behalf of locals 
who might not be friendlies. 

A bad call was the best call. 

“All right. If we’re gonna do this, we’re gonna do it right. Holt, move 
left and find some cover. Midas, flank right. Weaver, you've got our backs. 
Hunker down, don't let yourself be seen, line up a shot but don’t take it 
unless I give the word or whoever’s out there starts shooting first. We still 
dont know what’s going on.” He clambered onto the riverbank, Holt 
jumping lightly ahead of him before disappearing into the underbrush. 

“Weaver?” 

“Right behind you.” 

The comm link crackled. “In position,” Holt said. 

“Roger that. Midas?” 

“Good to go.” 

Nomad spotted a fallen log overgrown with greenery and slithered 
behind it. The soil was soft, and he dug down a bit, maximizing the cover of 
the wood behind the curtain of vines. His weapon he rested on top of the 
trunk, trusting the leaves to conceal the telltale gleam of gunmetal. 
Shooting over the top was risky, but there was too much undergrowth to 
line up a clear shot if he were setting up prone. 


He took a deep breath, calming himself. Anywhere he went, the 
moment before combat was always the worst part. Once the bullets started 
flying, there was just reaction, a calm space where his body knew what to do 
and his mind worked with what was in front of it. Before the first shot, 
though, there was too much possibility, too many chances to overthink or to 
talk himself into the idea hed made a mistake. 

This was his first firefight where he was in charge. If things went south, 
it would be on him. His decisions. His mistakes. 

Most of him hoped the runner would turn around and his people 
wouldn't have to engage. 

The rest of him just wanted to squeeze the trigger and end the wait. 

“You good, Nomad?” ‘That was Weaver, friendship and support showing 
through his brusque tone. 

He thought about it for a second. “Yeah. Let’s do this.” 

And then the first man burst into view, eyes wide with terror. He wore a 
sweat-soaked navy t-shirt that read “New England Patriots—Super Bowl 
XLII Champions,” torn here and there from the brambles he had run 
through, and he kept looking back over his shoulder as he ran. He ran 
blindly, not sticking to a given path but instead blundering through 
whatever foliage lay in front of him in his mad dash toward the riverbank. 

Nomad spoke first. “One of the locals; hold your fire.” 

“Roger that,” Holt muttered. “Guy’s scared as hell.” 

Midas’s reply was succinct. “Who's he running from that’s gonna scare 
him this bad on his home turf?” 

“Better question. You realize he’s headed straight for us?” 

And it was true: The man’s zig-zagging path was bringing him closer to 
the water, but in a way that he was likely to hit the bank halfway between 
Holt and Midas. 

“Shit. He’s gonna bring whoever’s chasing him right down our throats.” 
Weaver sounded resigned. “I knew I shoulda pulled in on the west side.” 

“Little late for that now.” Nomad propped his gun on top of the log and 
motioned to Holt to head to the cover of a large tree to his left. “Fire on my 
mark. Whoever’s coming, we want to drop them all at once. Nobody gets 
off a warning, nobody gets away.” A chorus of “Roger that”s echoed in his 
ear. “And Midas, the local’s your responsibility. Get him safe but keep him 


quiet. Doesn't do us any good to shut down the pursuit if he gives us away.” 


“Copy that.” Midas sounded grim. “Moving into position.” 

The man was closer now, drops of sweat flying everywhere as he ran. 
Behind him, staccato barks of gunfire could be heard, and bullets whined 
harmlessly through the trees. One clipped a leaf off one of the branches 
overhanging the river, and it drifted down to land next to Weaver in the 
boat. 

“They’re lousy shots.” 

Nomad shook his head. “They're driving him toward the river. Don't 
care if they hit him or not. He’s dead either way.” 

“Unless someone comes along to rescue him.” Holt’s tone was flat. 

“Well, yeah, what are the odds of that?” 

The man had nearly reached the fallen tree trunk Midas was using for 
cover. He reached for it, but his foot caught on a creeping vine and he fell. 

Before the man hit the ground, Midas had him, one arm under his 
shoulder. His eyes widened as he stared into Midas’s face. “Shhh,” Midas 
hissed, and clamped a hand over his captive’s mouth as he lowered him to 
the ground. In Spanish, he continued, “We are friends. Stay down and don't 
make a sound.” 

Before the man could respond, his pursuers burst into view. There were 
three of them, laughing and joking as they advanced. Two of them carried 
the standard issue AK-103s, while the one in the center, apparently an 
officer, carried only a large pistol. Every few steps one of the flankers would 
raise his weapon and fire off a short burst, while the other two made 
mocking catcalls. 

On the ground, the fugitive’s eyes bulged with fear and he squirmed 
frantically in Midas’s grip. A quick look at the man showed blood on the 
back of his leg where he'd been hit multiple times. How he'd managed to 
run so far was a mystery, but Midas could see the wound was a bleeder. 

“Drop them?” Weaver whispered. 

“Not yet.” 

“They're stopping.” 

And they were, the officer in the middle holding up a hand to slow the 
other two. They turned to face him and he immediately began yelling in 
accented Spanish, “What do you mean we lost him? Where the hell could 
he have gone?” 


Just turn around, Nomad said to himself. Just turn around and walk 
away... 

The bigger of the two men with an AK, a hulking, muscular figure with 
a shaved head and a ferocious mustache to make up for it, gave as good as 
he got. “Use your fucking eyes if youre so smart, you were with us the 
whole time.” 

The officer’s face turned purple. “You'll obey orders, you disobedient son 
of a bitch, or PU—” 

“Or you ll what? Court-martial me? Piss off, we're in the jungle!” 

“Pick your targets,” Nomad breathed. 

“Got a shot on the one on the left.” That was Holt. 

Weaver: “Got me a shot on the one on the center. Right’s yours, 
Nomad.” 

“Not yet. Too much foliage in the way. Let them get a little closer.” 

“Nomad!” 

“Read you. What’s the situation?” 

“Our local’s been hit. Bullet in the calf, another one in the thigh, looks 
like he’s bleeding pretty good. We don't do something quick, he’ll bleed 
out.” 

“Can you knock him out until we take care of business?” 

“Not in his condition.” 

“Shit.” Nomad lined up his shot. The man on the left, the giant, was 
clearly unconcerned with the possibility of opposition. Hed slung his 
weapon over his back and was arguing, complete with aggravated hand 
gestures, with the officer. The one on the right, meanwhile, pressed ahead 
oh-so-cautiously, weapon ready as he followed the trail of broken foliage the 
runner had left behind. 

“Tango three’s headed your way, Midas. Can you take him?” 

“Negative, Nomad. Got my hands full with the local. Good news is, we 
rolled under the tree trunk so we got that between us and them. Bad news is 
that it’s not much of a tree.” 

“Copy that.” Turn around, he thought hard at the lone man stomping 
his way through the jungle while his friends argued. Just go back to base and 
forget the whole thing and— 

From behind the downed tree, there was a short, startled yell. The 
arguing soldiers froze, then turned and brought up their weapons. ‘The man 


on the right gave a yell of triumph and started charging forward, spraying 
bullets indiscriminately. Clouds of splinters exploded into the air. 

“Midas?” 

“Local banged his leg. Couldn't stop him. Keeping him low.” 

“Roger that. Right. Everyone, on my mark!” 

The lead enemy soldier jumped up on the fallen log. “Got you!” he 
shouted, and then his face crumpled into a mask of surprise as he realized 
Midas was with his quarry. He moved to raise his weapon, but as he did so, 
a single shot rang out. The bullet entered underneath his chin and he fell 
backwards, convulsing wildly. 

“Marco!” the officer called. 

“God damn it, fire!” 

Two more weapons barked as one and the remaining men dropped in 
unison. 

“All targets down!” 

“Midas, status on the civilian?” 

Midas’s response was terse. “Stabilizing him now. He’s losing blood. 
Could use a hand.” 

“Roger that. Weaver, youve got—” 

And then four more hostiles burst into view. A quick look at their 
downed comrades told them all they needed to about the situation, and 
then they opened fire. 

“Shit! Down!” Weaver dropped as a hail of bullets ripped through the 
space where hed been. More bullets shredded the vines over Nomad’s 
position, while the gunmen retreated to cover. 

“Midas! Stay with the civilian and do what you can! We've got this!” 
Nomad squeezed off a round over the top of the log, driving the hostiles 
back for a moment. As soon as he fired, Holt was on the move, worming 
his way along the edge of the river. One of the Amazonas soldiers popped 
out from behind a tree to open up on Nomad’s position, causing explosions 
of sawdust and splinters as his rounds smacked into the log. Before he could 
pull himself back behind cover, a single round caught him in the shoulder. 
He cried out as the impact spun him around, then took another bullet 
square in the middle of the back. With his AK falling from nerveless 
fingers, he dropped to the jungle floor. 

“I always bring two bullets,” Weaver said. “Where’s the other three?” 


“One to the left of the path, two to the right. I’m closing on the lone 
target.” Holt paused. “Any chance you can buy me a distraction?” 

“We'll get their attention,” Nomad promised, then squeezed off another 
burst. “Just let me know when you're in position, then watch out for my 
banger.” 

“You're gonna throw a flashbang? Are you nuts? Youre gonna set the 
whole damn jungle on fire!” Weaver was incredulous. 

“It just fucking rained! Banger on my mark!” 

“Roger that.” 

More bullets slammed into the tree, the last of which produced a solid 
cracking noise. Time to move, Nomad decided. He squeezed off another 
burst, then crawled right. 

“One of them’s on the move,” Weaver called out. “Midas, he’s headed 
your way.” 

“Dont see him. Can you keep him off me?” 

“Roger that.” Weaver uncoiled from behind a tree stump half his height 
and fired. The ground exploded at the soldier’s feet and he hastily dove for 
cover. Another shot sent him scurrying back the way he came, then Weaver 
had to drop as another spray of suppressive fire raked his position. “How’s it 
going, Holt?” 

“Almost there.” He looked up and saw the enemy soldier at the same 
moment the man saw him. Too late, the rebel brought his rifle to bear. In 
the time it took him to turn, Holt had put three rounds into his chest. 
“Now!” Holt yelled. 

“Banger! Get down!” A single grenade soared from Weaver’s position as 
Holt and Nomad flung themselves into the dirt. The two remaining soldiers 
shouted in alarm, and then with a scream, the world went white. 

One of the two rolled away from behind the stumps he'd been using for 
cover, rubbing his eyes. Nomad dropped him with a single shot. 

The other ran. 

“Shit. Must have been looking the other way.” Nomad glanced left, then 
right. “Weaver, get to Midas. Holt, he’s yours.” 

“You say the nicest things, Major.” And then Holt was flying after the 
man, and then he was gone from sight. 


INTERLUDE — MIDAS 


In high school, Rubio Delgado remembered, they told you extracurriculars 
were a good thing. Go out and do stuff besides study, the guidance counselors 
said. Make yourself a more attractive candidate for college admissions. Become a 
more well-rounded person. 

In the army, though, things were a little different. Extracurriculars were 
frowned on. You stayed within the lines, you didn't do anything to stand 
out, and you especially didn’t do anything they didn't tell you to do. 

So what, he wondered, was he supposed to think about his current 
activity, definitely extracurricular and way outside the lines, but also a 
chance to do some real good in the world. Was it the right thing to do? 
Should he even be here? One thing was for certain, there was no way in hell 
this was going to help him get into a better college. 

He turned and looked out the window. Orange-reddish dirt and rocks 
on the left, orange-reddish dirt and rocks on the right, and ahead and 
behind was a dusty two-lane track that pretended to be a highway. 
Overhead, the sun was an angry white eye staring down at the little two-car 
convoy, daring them to break down out here far from help or shelter. 

Delgado adjusted his kefhyeh and checked, for the thirtieth time this 
trip, the safety on the shotgun in his lap. The Serbu Super-Shorty wasn’t 
exactly a regulation weapon, but this wasn't a regulation op. He sat in the 
passenger seat of the second car in the convoy, a beaten-up white Toyota 
Land Cruiser that the driver, a cheerful Kurd named Hari, had insisted on 
calling a “Wanawsha.” Another one, still showing the remnants of a light- 
blue paint job that suggested it had been liberated from UN forces, led 
them by a few hundred yards. Both vehicles had forged license plates, and 


each carried precious cargo: Yezidi women and children kidnapped by ISIS 
and forced into servitude. The operation was part of an ongoing attempt, 
funded by Yezidi expats in Europe, to liberate them from their captors and 
get them to safety in Kurdistan. 

The job was dirty and dangerous, and the men and women behind the 
operation understood that. Most of the men they'd hired to run the exfil ops 
were hard-bitten smugglers, many of whom charged the desperate escapees 
every dinar they had. But the alternative was worse, so they paid. 

Delgado had refused any money to be a part of this. Hed been 
approached a week prior about doing a ride along, providing protection and 
muscle for an op taking two families out of Mosul, hed volunteered 
instantly. 

He turned to Hari, whose unflappable, cheerful pessimism had 
informed the entire trip, and asked, “How much farther till we cross the 
border?” 

Hari shrugged. “Dont know. Depends on what kind of day the ISIS 
sons of bitches are having. If were lucky, we cross soon. If we're not, then 
maybe another hour. Or, we could hit an IED and get blown up and then 
we'll never get there, inshallah.” He took a moment to fiddle with the 
rearview mirror. “You should fasten your seat belt,” he added. “It’s much 
safer.” 

Instead, Delgado twisted in his seat to face the passengers in the back. 
A woman in her late twenties with two small children huddled up against 
her stared back at him. She had removed the veil shed been wearing when 
they'd rendezvoused for the pickup, but still wore a black abbaya and hijab. 
The two children, both boys, sucked ferociously on juice boxes Delgado had 
handed them when they'd gotten in the car. Neither had said a word the 
entire time. 

“We'll be there soon,” Delgado said, only to be met with silence. 

“She doesn't speak English, you know,” said Hari cheerfully. “Kurdish, 
Arabic, Farsi—she’s a very smart woman. She was a teacher before ISIS, 
you know.” 

Delgado sighed. “Can you tell her were almost there, and that she and 
her kids will be safe>” 

Hari shot him a look. “You want me to lie to her?” Then, “Oh, shit.” 


Up ahead, the first car was slowing down. ‘The reason was obvious: a 
group of ISIS soldiers standing behind a makeshift checkpoint composed of 
sandbags and salvage. One stood in the middle of the road, arms waving in 
clear instructions for the vehicles to stop. 

“Hari?” 

“Dont ask me. This wasn't here last time.” 

“What is the first car doing?” 

In response, Hari tapped his cell phone and started speaking rapidly in 
Kurdish. The answers came back just as quickly. “They're going to stop. 
They don't have a choice. And if we're lucky, they'll take bribes. If we're 
not...” His voice trailed off. 

In the back seat, the woman had already replaced her veil. The tension 
in her body was unmistakable. She met Delgado’s eyes for a moment, and 
then shook her head slightly. She wasn't going back. 

Delgado turned to Hari. “All right. If things go south, here’s what you 
do: gun it. Don't look back, don’t slow down, just go. Tell the lead car that, 
and tell the woman in back to get down and cover her kids.” 

Hari stared at him. “You're insane. Are you trying to get us killed?” 

“No. Maybe just me. Now tell them.” 

“It’s your funeral.” But he uttered a few short sentences to the woman in 
the back, who responded by holding her children closely. There was some 
energetic back and forth with the other car, and then the conversation was 
cut off abruptly as one of the checkpoint soldiers strode up to the driver's 
side window and began hammering on it. Behind him, one of the others 
leveled a dusty AK at the driver, while two more soldiers began the walk 
back to where Hari’s car sat, idling in the dust. 

“Let me talk first,” Hari said softly. “There’s a chance we can get out of 
this without anyone getting hurt.” 

Delgado nodded, then quietly thumbed the safety off on the Super- 
Shorty. 

One of the soldiers walked up to the car and knocked on the window. 
For emphasis, the second soldier cocked his weapon. 

Carefully, Hari rolled down the window. “Where are you going?” the 
soldier asked in heavily accented Arabic. 

“My cousin and I are taking my sister to visit family. Our mother is 
unwell and wished to see her only daughter.” 


The man scanned the back seat, decided he approved of what he saw, 
and then turned to Delgado. “Your cousin. Where is he from?” 

“Batnay. He thought it would be best if he came with us, as the roads 
are dangerous.” 

“And what does he do there? Let him answer for himself.” 

Hari turned to face him, desperation in his eyes. Delgado did not speak 
Arabic or Kurdish, and Hari knew it. 

“I serve under al-Hamduli,” Delgado said in Arabic, keeping his eyes 
firmly forward. 

Hari bit his tongue. ‘The soldier at the window blinked in surprise, then 
smiled and turned to Hari. “You must be a strong fighter. You are well 
protected here, my friend.” 

For a second, Hari said nothing, and then he stammered, “It is good of 
you to say so. He honors us by—” 

The sound of a single gunshot exploded into the air. Both the ISIS 
soldiers and Hari turned toward the source of the sound, the first car in the 
convoy. One of the soldiers there was standing next to the driver’s side 
window, weapon raised. The rear window was spattered with blood. 

Hari’s eyes widened in horror as the soldiers near the second car began 
to turn back towards him, their weapons raised. 

Delgado acted first. Raising the AOW in his lap, he squeezed off two 
shots. The first took the man nearest the car full in the chest. He tumbled 
backwards, arms flailing wildly. The second caught the second soldier in the 
right shoulder, spinning him around. He cried out with the impact and 
dropped his weapon. “Just go,” he shouted, and threw himself backwards 
out the door. 

Delgado hit the ground and rolled as the car swerved right off the road 
and accelerated, spewing a massive cloud of dust. ‘The first car’s horn started 
blaring as the driver collapsed onto the steering wheel, while the first two 
soldiers tried to figure out where to look: at their downed allies, at the 
escaping car, or at the man rising up out of the dust at them. 

Delgado slammed himself against the side of the stationary car, then 
ducked as bullets ripped through the car’s windows, sending broken glass 
everywhere. He could hear screaming from inside the car and he prayed for 
an instant that none of the passengers had been hit. Then he dropped down 
even lower and squeezed off a round underneath the car’s chassis. 


One left, he told himself. Here’s hoping this one counted. 

The shot took out the shooter next to the car at the ankles. He shrieked, 
then toppled over backwards, still firing. The second man, cursing, threw 
himself on the ground to dodge the spray, and Delgado took advantage of 
the opening. He dodged around the hood of the car, firing as he went. ‘The 
shot went wide, but it kept the man down and scrambling as Delgado came 
around the far side of the vehicle. Letting go of the Super-Shorty, he 
reached down and snagged the dying man’s AK. A line of bullets stitched 
along the ground toward him as the downed man frantically fired. Delgado 
threw himself to the right just in time and returned fire. The AK barked 
three times in rapid succession, and then the man on the ground slumped 
again. 

Delgado let himself exhale, then checked each of the downed men. ‘Two 
were dead, and two were bleeding and unconscious. 

He walked over to the remaining vehicle. The driver was slouched in the 
front seat, his face a bloody ruin. Blood was spattered everywhere: on the 
windows, the seats, the floor, and the passengers in the back. There were 
two of them, a woman and a child, and when he looked into the vehicle 
through the shattered window, they simply stared at him. Bullets had 
stitched through all of the vehicle’s windows and several of the doors. ‘There 
was a bright smell of burned plastic in the car, mixed with fresh blood and 
smoke, and broken glass was everywhere. A bullet had caught the driver’s 
dash-mounted cell phone and punched right through the center of it. It still 
sat there, weirdly poignant evidence of the carnage that had passed too 
close. 

“Tm not going to hurt you,” Delgado said softly. He let the AK drop 
and raised his open hands. “I don’t know if you can understand me, but I’m 
here to help.” 

The child—a girl, he saw now—burrowed into her mother’s side. ‘The 
woman kept staring at him. 

Outside, the radio at the hip of one of the dead men crackled, a voice 
calling out for a response that was never going to come. In the distance, 
Delgado could see the rooster tail left by Hari’s car, long gone and with no 
way to make contact. 

The radio squawked again, more urgently this time. Soon, Delgado 
knew, they'd get tired of not getting responses and come looking. If he and 


the passengers were still there when that happened, nothing would save 
them. 

There was only one thing to do. 

He reached into the car and popped the trunk. Somehow, miraculously, 
it still worked. 

Moving quickly, he scoured the scene of the fight. The enemy’s brass, he 
left on the hard-packed dirt. His own shells, he picked up. Let those who 
found the bodies wonder what had happened here. The remaining firearms, 
he picked up and threw in the front seat on the passenger side, so that there 
would be fewer pieces for ISIS to work with when they found the bodies. 
One of the dying men had already bled out by the time he got to him. The 
other, he decided, might make it with medical attention. He looked back at 
the car and thought about the mercy that had been shown the driver, about 
the mercy that would have been shown the woman in the back. About the 
very thin line between self-defense and retribution. 

Then he knelt and bandaged the man’s shoulder as best he could, and 
picked him up in a fireman’s carry. The man moaned, but Delgado ignored 
him. Mercy had its limits. Then he put the man in the trunk and shut the 
lid. A harsh way to travel, perhaps, but he wasn’t going to put the man in 
the car, and it beat a slow death under a hot sun. 

Resolved, he went back to the driver’s seat. The dead man was still 
there, a big guy with an unruly beard and a face that looked like it had once 
had laugh lines. 

“Tm not going to leave him here,” Delgado said, knowing his words 
werent understood, hoping the tone made all the difference, hoping the 
woman had seen what he had done and understood what he was trying to 
do for them now. 

As gently as he could, he moved the dead man’s body over to the 
passenger seat, awkwardly arranging him around the piled weapons. He 
wasn't going to leave the man here for enemies to find and vultures to feed 
on. Maybe Hari’s people could get him back home to his family for burial. 
Maybe someone who knew his name could find them. 

The driver’s seat was sticky with drying blood when Delgado slid into it. 
He could feel it slowly seeping through his shirt and pants and onto his 
skin. The steering wheel was wet, as well. He ignored it. The key was still in 
the ignition, the motor idling noisily. It was a small favor, he decided, a 


note of benediction for what he had done. Quietly, he recited a small prayer 
of thanks, then put the car in gear. It leapt forward, as eager as he was to be 
out of that place and away from the carnage he'd helped create. 

Only once they were underway did the little girl start crying. 


x k Ok 


Much later, Hari asked him how he had known what to say in that 
moment. Delgado looked away. “Ihat was what one of the prisoners we 
brought in would say when we would interrogate him. It was the only thing 
he would say. The translator told me it was his unit designation, and a badge 
of honor.” 

“Interrogate?” 

“Not like that,” Delgado said. “Not while I was there. I... objected 
when the man from the CIA arrived to take over. I was suspended from 
duty, which is what allowed me to ride with you that day. God moves in 
mysterious ways.” 

“God is great,” Hari responded. Alahu akbar.” The two men sat there, 
drinking coffee in a quiet shop in Duhok, sitting for a moment in 
companionable silence. 

Eventually, Hari finished his cup and set it down. “You are going 
home?” 

“Back to the United States. Not home. ‘There’s a man who wants to 
speak to me. He finds what I did interesting. And perhaps admirable. Or, at 
least, useful.” 

“Those are very different, very dangerous words, my friend. Take care of 
yourself.” 

“I will.” Delgado rose to leave and tossed some money on the table. 
“The women and children, they are ” 

“As well as can be hoped, considering. Sabeen and her children are on 
their way to Hungary. They have a patron there, a Yezidi man who is 
wealthy and sponsoring as many refugees as he can. Amira and her 
daughter, Sanaa, they are in Kirkuk. ‘They have family there, other refugees, 
but at least they are together.” 

“And the man I brought in?” 


“Died on the operating table. Or so they tell me.” 

“Ah.” 

“It was a generous and merciful thought. You will be rewarded for it, I 
am sure.” 

“That makes one of us who thinks that, perhaps. Goodbye, Hari.” 

“Goodbye.” 

When Delgado had left, Hari ordered another cup of coffee and 
wondered how long it would take to get the first car repaired. There were so 
many others still waiting for a way out, with or without the strange 
American. 






Aa 


4 


CHAPTER 7 


The path wasnt a path, just a rough slash torn through the jungle by a 
fleeing man and his pursuers. Now the pursuit ran the other way, and the 
hunter had become the hunted. 

The soldier had a good twenty-yard head start on Holt, but the zig-zag 
nature of his route, combined with the rough terrain, made it hard for him 
to sprint all out. Holt, on the other hand, had no such issues, running 
surefooted over the damp jungle floor. 

“Holt! You got him?” Nomad’s voice crackled in his ear. 

“Working on it!” He skidded around a bend and was nearly cut in half 
by a burst of automatic fire. 

“Shit!” Holt let his momentum carry him off the trail and into the 
deeper undergrowth as the bullets stitched into the greenery behind him. 
There was a final burst, and then the sound of footsteps rapidly receding. 

“Idiot,” Holt cursed himself under his breath as he rolled to his feet and 
resumed pursuit, trading a handful of speed for caution. “Should have 
expected him to try an ambush.” 


Hed probably try it again, too, Holt decided. Only dumb luck had 
saved him the first time; no way was he going to let this guy have another 
shot. 

For an instant, he stopped. The sound of the fleeing soldier crashing 
through the undergrowth was clearly audible, ahead and to the left. 
“Gotcha,” Holt said, and then abandoned the path for the jungle. 

And if there’s one thing Mama Moretta’s boy knew how to do, it was 
run in the woods. 

Truth be told, he decided, there wasnt too much difference between 
here and the cypress swamps he'd done runners through growing up. The 
ground was a little more stable, the vegetation a little different, but the 
principle was the same: Keep moving, watch where your feet land, slide 
through the green instead of running straight up against it. Up ahead, he 
heard another burst of fire, his prey firing blindly at an unseen pursuer. Holt 
smiled. Good. Let him slow himself down. He jumped a small creek, the 
splash of the rivulet hiding the sound of his landing, and kept running. ‘The 
sounds of the soldier were getting close now, his labored breathing audible 
even through the green and the heavy damp air. Another pause, another 
burst, and then a curse. He started running again, his footsteps more 
ragged, his pace slower. 

And Holt ran past him. 

There was another sound now, a confused hubbub. Yelling, screaming, 
the crackle of flames and the pop of small arms fire. That would be the 
village, Holt decided, and if the runner made it that far, things might get a 
little sticky. 

Not going to happen. 

Holt slowed for half a second, then shifted direction toward where he 
guessed the path would be. A curtain of green rose up in front of him, and 
he crashed through it, wishing for an instant that he had Midas’s machete. 
Then he was through and on the path, and the footsteps were headed his 
way. Holt could almost see him now, weary, stumbling, out of breath. He 
slowed, fired one last burst behind him, and then came round the bend to 
where Holt was waiting. 

The man’s eyes widened in panic. He scrambled to bring up his weapon, 
almost falling backwards as he did so, and opened his mouth to call for 
help. 


Holt dropped him with three to the chest. The yell became a sigh as he 
sank to the ground. 

Holt didn’t wait for him to hit the path before he was moving. A couple 
of steps, and he was at the dead man’s side, kicking his weapon off the trail 
into the forest and then grabbing hold of the corpse to do the same. If help 
was coming, there wouldn't be anything in the path to warn them. 

Besides, Holt had learned long ago that a suddenly missing comrade 
was a hell of a lot more unnerving for a patrolling soldier than a visibly dead 
one. 

He pulled the body well off the path, far enough away and behind 
sufficient vegetation that only a concerted search was going to find him. 

“Holt.” Nomad’s voice broke in again. “You got the runner?” 

“Roger that. Looked like he was trying to call for help. Might be some 
more Tangos in the village. I’m hearing what sounds like combat. Can't be 
more than a half a klick from where I’m standing.” 

“Recon. Do not engage unless fired on. Weaver is headed your way.” 

Holt grinned faintly. “Tell him to hurry or Im not going to leave him 
anything.” 

Nomad sounded like he failed to see the humor in the situation. “You've 
got your orders, Holt. Go see what’s shaking and call it in, but I don’t want 
you taking on a whole village full of hostiles solo.” 

“Oh ye of little faith. The civilian make it?” 

There was a pause. “Working on it. Still touch and go.” 

“Gotcha. Holt out.” 

He turned to the dead man and nodded, a farewell gesture to a fellow 
soldier, then started loping toward the village. 

The jungle thinned out quickly as Holt approached, and he was able to 
see the village. There were maybe a dozen loosely arranged houses, one of 
which was burning fiercely. On the far side of the clearing, a deep gouge in 
the earth indicated a side channel that no doubt drained into the Rio 
Negro, and series of manioc fields stretched off away from the direction of 
the river. A single road, more of a rutted dirt track really, led across the 
creek on a rough bridge and into the jungle. Holt could see a battered old 
Toyota pickup sitting in the middle of the square, guarded by a pair of very 
nervous-looking soldiers. ‘The villagers were gathered in a loose knot about 
ten meters from the two guards, and only the guns the men held were 


holding them back. A couple of villagers were down, Holt saw now. Bullet 
wounds or blunt trauma, and their neighbors crouched over them to try to 
help them. 

“Holt, this is Weaver. Inbound on your position. Do not start the fun 
before I get there, you copy?” 

Holt looked back at the jungle. No telling how long it would take 
Weaver to cover the ground, no telling how quickly things might go south. 

“Can't promise that, Weaver. Better move.” He dropped to one knee and 
sighted his rifle on the soldier on the left. The crowd was getting restive, the 
scents of blood and smoke in the air. The other soldier shouted something 
indistinct at them, and they didn’t react well. The murmur of discontent got 
louder, and the crowd edged forward. ‘The soldiers took a step back toward 
the cab of the truck. The one on the right raised his weapon, swinging it 
back and forth wildly as the villagers pressed in. 

Holt risked a quick glance over his shoulder. “Weaver, youd better 
hurry.” Before he could look back, the crack of gunfire split the air. 

“Holt! Status!” 

Holt turned back to the village, finger on the trigger. The soldier on the 
right, the jumpy one, had fired a burst into the air as a warning. It didn't 
seem to be working. The crowd was still edging forward. One of the women 
cradling a body on the ground was weeping, and her grief had fed the 
villagers’ anger. 

One word, one gesture, and all hell could break loose. Holt figured he 
could only drop one of them before the bullets started flying and the bodies 
went down in heaps. 

“Situation’s fragile, nobody’s down yet. Got two armed hostiles and a 
truck, and a whole lot of angry locals closing in on them.” 

The soldiers took another step back. They were scared, eyes wide enough 
that Holt could see it from where he crouched. One of them bumped up 
against the back of the truck. His comrade turned to him and barked 
something. The other man nodded and started edging toward the cab. 

He reached the driver’s side door and swung it open, then emptied 
another burst into the trees. That was the signal for the second man to start 
moving toward the cab. Clearly, they weren't going to wait around for their 
buddies whod gone running into the bush and hadn't come back. 


Which was a whole different kind of problem. “Come on, Weaver, pick 
it up.” Holt whispered. The second soldier reached the cab and pulled the 
door open, then gestured to his friend. He climbed in, and the truck roared 
to life, belching a cloud of thick, black smoke. 

Someone in the crowd coughed and stumbled onward. 

And that was all it took. 

Holt could see the gun coming up, could see the squeeze on the trigger 
start to happen, and he fired. 

The single shot took the soldier right under the ear. He spun and 
dropped, his rifle barking angrily into the air as his fingers spasmed in 
death. 

The villagers scattered. Some threw themselves to the ground, others 
broke left or right or covered up the wounded. ‘The other soldier slammed 
his door shut and jammed his foot down on the gas. Plumes of muddy dirt 
spewed into the air as the tires grabbed for traction, and then the truck was 
moving, clipping a man whod gotten too close and sending him spinning. 
Holt squeezed off a couple more shots. They smacked into the side of the 
truck with a series of metallic thumps as the soldier slewed the wheel left, 
putting some of the stumbling villagers between himself and Holt. 

Holt burst out of the woods at a dead run. Some of the villagers saw 
him and started shouting, afraid of the new stranger with a gun. Holt 
ignored them. All that mattered was getting clear of the civilians so he 
could get a shot at the driver before the truck could get away. 

A house loomed in front of him and he cut left, sprinting around the 
corner. The truck’s engine roared from the other side, an unfair advantage in 
the race. Up ahead, Holt could see part of the opening where the road dove 
into the jungle, not enough for him to have a good angle. He shifted 
direction, rifle cradled against his chest. 

And the truck came barreling around the corner. It skidded, digging 
deep furrows in the mud, then leapt forward straight at Holt. 

There was no time to get out of the way. He raised his weapon and 
started firing, first at the tires and then at the cab. The driver ducked down 
as glass shattered all around him; the vehicle kept coming. It veered sharply 
left, then right, running on rims as the shredded tires tore away. Bullet 
holes crawled their way up the hood and into the cab; steam and upholstery 
exploding in equal measure, but still it plowed forward. 


Holt squeezed off one last round and then braced himself for impact. 

From the jungle, another shot boomed out. There was a brief fountain 
of red from behind the wheel, and then the truck swerved right. Holt threw 
himself out of the way just in time, and then the truck plowed into a tree 
with a terrible crunch. 

“You okay, Holt?” Weavers tone suggested he damn well knew the 
answer. “Sorry I took so long.” 

“Fuck you, too.” Holt picked himself up and started dusting himself off. 
“Keep covering me. Don't know if the locals realize we're friendlies yet.” 
And the crowd was already drifting toward him. 

Weaver’s voice was calm in his ear. “Gun down, hands up. Show ’em 
youre not a threat.” 

“You sure this is a good idea?” Slowly, Holt raised his hands, letting his 
weapon dangle. “I mean, you're covering me, right?” 

“You bet your sweet ass I am. Now, smile.” 

Holt forced himself to smile. “Hey there. I’m a friend,” he said, nodding 
and grinning as the locals got closer. 

And then they flowed around him and rushed to the truck. It hadn't 
caught fire, at least not yet, but the front was pretty well wrapped around a 
tree, and what was left of the hood was bent and folded like rough terrain. 
The door still worked, though, and they pulled it open and dragged the 
dead man out. ‘They laid him out, as if to make sure he was really dead, 
though the ruin Weaver's shot had made of his head attested that the job 
had been done thoroughly and fast. 

Only after they were satisfied did they turn to Holt. 

He took a step back. In English and then in Spanish, he tried, “Like I 
said, people, Im a friend.” 

One of the men, balding and heavyset, pointed to the man on the 
ground, then at Holt, and responded in Spanish. “Soldier? Youre an 
American? What are you doing here?” 

Holt gave his best friendly smile. “The men who attacked your village, 
they've, uh, I’m here to do something about them. And... Midas? Help?” 

In answer, there was a shout from across the village. Everyone turned as 
Midas stepped out of the brush, hands in the air, speaking rapid-fire 
Spanish. The man who'd been questioning Holt immediately trotted over to 
him for a brief, intense conversation, and then he turned and shouted some 


orders. A couple of the other men ran off into one of the houses, re- 
emerging a moment later with a bedsheet and a couple of knobby wooden 
poles. They paused long enough to build a makeshift stretcher out of the 
components, then set off into the jungle at a trot. The village elder watched 
them go. He turned back to Midas for another quick exchange, and then he 
gathered Midas into an embrace. ‘The other villagers scattered, some seeing 
to the wounded, some rushing to the creek to form a bucket brigade to deal 
with the burning house. 

Eventually, Midas broke free and walked over to where Holt was 
watching. “That’s the chief of the village. He’s named Erubiel, and he and 
his people are Baniwa. He says thank you for the help, and that he is happy 
to repay the favor.” 

“I can speak Spanish, and that is not exactly what he said. Half of it 
wasn't so friendly,” Holt sputtered as Weaver laughed over comms. 

Midas looked faintly embarrassed. “Ihe man we helped out by the 
riverside is Erubiel’s son. ‘The chief is grateful but explaining what actually 
happened was a little tricky.” 

“PI bet it was.” Holt looked around. “So now what? Sooner or later, 
someone's going to realize that truck didn’t come back to wherever it was 
going.” 

Nomad cut into the conversation, just as Weaver emerged from the 
trees. “Stretcher bearers just arrived, Midas. ‘Thanks for sending them. Holt, 
I want you back here with me. We need to take care of the boat and hump 
the gear.” 

“You sure do like making me run.” 

Midas cut in. “Weve got more wounded at the village. Requesting 
permission to assist.” 

There was a pause. “Granted. Weaver, you watch his back and keep an 
eye out in case more hostiles show up.” 

“Got it.” The men separated, and Holt disappeared back under the trees. 
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Holt passed the stretcher bearers on the way back to Nomad’s position. 
They didn't see him, as he was moving parallel to the trail and not on it. But 


he got a good look at the headman’s son, thoroughly bandaged and pale, but 
alive. The bearers were clearly doing their best to make speed without 
jostling him. 

Nomad was at the boat, blood on his sleeves and his pants. “Holt,” he 
acknowledged. “Get the drone, get anything else you're going to need. ‘Then 
we pull her up and make sure she’s camoed from the river. “ 

“We're hoofing it to the hostages from here?” 

“Yeah. We're close enough to the site, and the more I think about being 
out on the water, the less I like it. C’mon, let’s move.” 

Together, they pulled Holt’s drone out of the boat as well as supplies for 
a couple days’ worth of hard travel over rough terrain, a couple of small 
toolkits with gear for dealing with various constraints hostages might be 
held with, and spare ammo. 

Holt also took Correa’s beer cooler. 

“Really?” 

“Running’s thirsty work,” Holt replied defensively. He pulled one beer 
out, then put the cooler back in the boat. “I’m not sharing,” he said, and 
Nomad didn't push it. 

With the gear out, they dragged the boat onto the bank as best they 
could and tied lines to the thickest trees they could find, insurance against 
another storm sweeping it away. With the craft secure, they draped it in 
camo netting, then Holt set to cutting branches while Nomad focused on 
loosely weaving them into place on top of the boat. By the time they were 
finished, both were sweating and tired; the sun was sinking low over the 
river; and the beer was long gone. But as long as no one looked too closely, 
the boat seemed like nothing more than another collection of waterside 
shrubs and detritus. 

Work complete, they shouldered their packs and headed inland. For a 
while they traveled in silence, and then Holt couldn't contain himself. 

“Major, gotta tell you, this is bad business.” 

Nomad looked at him. “Going on foot?” 

Holt shook his head. “Naah. This whole thing with the locals. I mean, 
yeah, it was the right thing to do in the moment, but I’m not seeing a good 
ending here.” 


“Do tell.” 


“For one, we're slowed down, and that puts the hostages at risk. For 
another, we just—hang on.” He darted off the path. When he came back, 
he was holding the weapons that had belonged to the runner. “These might 
be useful.” 

“Good call. We should send someone back for the others.” 

“Anyway.” Holt wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “We’ve potentially 
put the mission at risk. When those guys dont report in, Urbina or 
whoever’s working for him is gonna know something’s up.” 

“Granted. But we were committed.” 

Holt shook his head. “Fine. Then how ’bout this? When Urbina realizes 
his boys havent come back, he’s going to want payback. Which means he'll 
be headed for that village loaded for bear, and we can't stick around to help 
them. We stay to protect Erubiel, we blow the mission and the hostages die. 
We move on to our objective, and...” 

“What are you saying, Holt?” Nomad’s voice was quiet, his expression 
grim. 

Holt spoke in a rush. “I’m saying maybe we shouldn't have helped. ‘That 
were going to end up doing more harm than good.” 

There was silence for a moment, and then they were through the last 
belt of trees and into the village. “Like I said,” Nomad told him, “we’re 
committed. Though [ve got a couple of thoughts on how we can turn 
things a little bit around. Maybe.” He dropped his gear on the ground. 
“Midas! Need you over here!” He turned back to Holt. “Go give those to 
the headman. He’ll know which of his people can shoot. ‘Then we'll talk.” 


x k ok 


The road the soldiers had tried to flee down barely deserved the name. It 
was a muddy rut cut into the jungle, kept clear by traffic and semi-regular 
applications of fire and machete. Nomad could see tire marks running deep 
into its surface. When it rained, odds were it was impassible for anything 
not powered by four-wheel drive and particularly fervent prayers. 

About a hundred yards out of the village and well after the makeshift 
wooden bridge, the road abruptly cut right. The turn was almost blind, a 


sharp bend necessitated by some combination of boggy ground and massive 
root systems punching up from the jungle floor. 

Beyond the bend, the road zig-zagged off into the jungle, the terrain 
dictating a series of twists and turns that no sane planner would have ever 
dared try to implement. 

“This ll work,” Nomad said to himself, then toggled the comms on. 
“Midas. Status?” 

There was a pause. “Managed to save two who were shot. One in the 
leg, one in the shoulder. Lost one other, and there were three dead before 
we got here. There was nothing we could do. A few others were beaten. 
There were some concussions, some broken bones. I set them as best I 
could.” 

“Roger that. Good work. Any idea what went down here?” 

“Yes, sir. Apparently the Amazonas patrols had been coming through 
regularly. Sometimes they'd trade, sometimes they’ just help themselves to 
some of the villagers’ stuff, and the locals figured a little payoff was better 
than fighting. But the take kept on getting bigger, and when the latest 
patrol came through, Erubiel told them that it was done. Push came to 
shove, it got nasty, and shoving turned into shooting.” There was a pause. 
“The soldiers, they went crazy. I talked to Erubiel’s son. He made his run 
for it to try to draw them away from the village after they started shooting. 
I guess it worked. But now—now they’re sure the soldiers will come back, 
and come back in force. They'd pack up and leave, but the wounded can't 
really move.” 

“Where the hell would they go to?” 

“No idea, sir. Right now, it’s a mess. Their boats are sunk. They can’t 
cross the river; we cant give them a ride downstream... ” Midas’s voice 
trailed off. “Orders, sir?” 

“Tell them—” Nomad thought for a second. “Wait. They traded with 
the soldiers before things went to hell?” 

“Yessir.” 

“Did the villagers go there, or did they wait for the soldiers to show up?” 

“I don't know.” 

“Find out. If they've got a good route to the camp, I want to know about 
it. And ask them to stay put. ‘The soldiers are at least partially our problem. 
Weaver, you on the channel?” 


“Affirmative. What have you got?” 

Nomad took a deep breath. “The truck. See if you can get it rolling. 
Midas, get him some help from the villagers if you can.” 

“It’s not drivable,” Weaver cut in. 

“I know. But if it’s pushable, I want it here.” 

“And where’s here?” 

“Right where the next truck’s gonna come screaming around the bend.” 

Weaver chuckled. “I like the way you think. On it.” 

“Holt?” 

“Yeah?” 

“The runners come back with the hostiles’ guns?” 

“Yeah, but there’s not a ton of ammo.” 

“Move past it. Get with the headman, get those guns in the hands of 
the people who'll use them, then give them whatever training you can.” 

Holt sounded surprised. “All due respect, I’m an engineer, not a range 
instructor.” 

“You're a Ghost, so stop trying to bullshit me. If you cant teach point 
and shoot, you wouldn't be in this unit. Get help from Weaver if you really 
need it for the finer points.” 

“Roger that.” It came out as a sigh. 

“All right, people. We’re almost out of light. Let’s do this.” 


x k k 


Fifteen minutes later, the shriek of bending metal told Nomad that Weaver 
and the truck were coming. 

He stood up from where he'd been rigging grenades with improvised 
tripwires across the road, then started waving in Weaver and the villagers 
pushing the truck. When they were ten feet from the bend, Nomad 
signaled them to halt. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Far enough.” 

The truck squelched to a stop, and the man whod been sitting at the 
steering wheel hopped out. Weaver patted him on the back, then walked 
over to Nomad. “One truck, signed, sealed, and delivered.” 


“Great.” Nomad stared at it. “Okay. Knock off the mirrors, bust out 
whatever glass is left, and then cover it with leaves and crap. I don't want a 
reflection through the trees giving it away.” 

Weaver nodded. “After that?” 

“Get Midas to make it clear that everyone stays off this road. I’m setting 
up a couple more surprises and don't want any of our friends setting them 
off.” 

“Then we move on to the research camp?” 

“Then we move. Oh, and see if you can—” 

“Pick out some good firing points and maybe work up some cover back 
in the village for whoever gets past this? Way ahead of you.” He shook his 
head in mock sadness. “Tell me, my friend. Seeing as I keep anticipating 
what your orders are gonna be, they gonna give me my own team based on 
my clear insight into the intricacies of command?” 

Nomad laughed. “God save us from the day. Besides, I need you 
keeping me honest.” 

“Ain't that the truth?” 

The men were mostly finished with the truck when Midas came trotting 
up the road, Erubiel keeping pace with him stride for stride. Nomad stood 
and walked over to meet them, paying his respects to the village chief. 

“Major.” Midas clearly had something on his mind. “The chief would 
like to tell you about—” Before he could finish, the headman started 
talking, gesturing toward the jungle. 

“What’s he saying?” 

Midas held up one warning finger, then waited until the man wound 
down before responding. “He says the soldiers were lazy. The route they 
took to the village, the one you see here, it’s easy, but it’s slow and crooked. 
It’s not the fastest way. He knows a quicker way to their camp. It’s through 
the jungle, but we can be on top of them in maybe two hours if we move 
out now.” 

“That’s appreciated, Midas, but we're not headed to their camp, 
remember? We've got some scientists to rescue.” 

“Major.” Midas paused. “He also told me that when his people checked 
out the camp the other day, they saw some people who weren't soldiers.” 

“Weren't soldiers?” 


Midas tapped his wrist console. “I showed him the pictures of Professor 
Crotty and her team. He called his people in and they identified the three 
as the strangers they'd seen in camp.” 

“You're telling me you believe the hostages have been moved, based on 
secondhand intel you just picked up?” 

“Yes I do, sir.” He glanced at Erubiel. “He’s got no reason to lie on this.” 

“Except maybe wanting us to go finish off the guys who have been 
bothering him,” Weaver cut in, edging into the conversation. “You might 
want to consider that.” 

“In which case we'll still likely find useful intel.” Midas’s voice was 
steady. “Major, I believe him. It’s more recent than the last intel Wizard 
had, and it makes sense for them to consolidate.” 

Nomad held his gaze. “You realize, if we're wrong on this, were 
potentially walking into a buzz saw.” 

“Yessir.” 

“And you're still willing to go with it?” Midas nodded, twice. “Yessir.” 

“All right, then.” Nomad turned to Weaver. “Change of plans. Were 
going to go hit them where they live.” He looked around. “No more delays. 
Midas, get Erubiel to show you that path, and thank him for us.” 

“Yessir. He, uh, also says not to worry. With the guns his people took 
from the dead soldiers and the help we've given them, they can defend 
themselves. We don't have to stay.” He sounded embarrassed by the end of 
it. 

Weaver frowned. “Major, you know even with everything we've given 
them, there’s no way they can hold off professionals if the pros are serious.” 

“Belay that talk, Weaver,” Nomad said quietly. Then, louder, “You've got 
your orders, Midas. Weaver, go tell Holt playtime’s over. Sun’s almost down. 


We're back on the clock.” 


INTERLUDE —- WEAVER AND NOMAD 


The op was simple, to the point where Joker was grumbling about why 
they'd even called for the Ghosts. An experimental UAV had gone down in 
contested territory in Peru, and Uncle Sam—and the DIA—didn’t want 
anyone else getting their hands on it. “Anyone else” in this case meant drug 
cartels, FARC rebels, government troops looking to make a quick buck, or 
anyone else who wasn't on the US government payroll. 

“Tell me again why we’re here?” 

That was the new guy, the sniper called Weaver. Nomad had trained 
with him a bit—in the GST, you trained with everyone—but he, and Joker 
and Sage, had never worked with him before. Nomad knew he was an ex- 
SEAL and that he didn’t talk about how he'd gotten the prominent scar on 
his face, but beyond that he was a closed book. 

The whup-whup-whup of the helo’s blades nearly drowned out Sage’s 
patient explanation. “DIA was testing an experimental UAV by scanning for 
coca fields in what was supposed to be clear airspace. Dry run for the real 
hot zones. Something happened, and it went down in no-man’s land 
instead. We get to bring it home, or, failing that, destroy it.” 

“Hell, I can just shoot it from up here,” Weaver said. Despite himself, 
Nomad found himself chuckling. Joker shot him a dirty look. Nobody was 
allowed to be funny on Joker’s squad. That’s how he'd earned the name. 

Sage continued as if he hadn't been interrupted. “We've got a good sense 
of the area it went down in, but not the exact location. Joker and I will 
rappel down at one end of the search zone. Weaver, you're with Nomad at 
the other end. We’ll sweep and meet in the middle. Radio silence unless 
you make contact or you find it. Understood?” 


“Yessir.” Nomad looked over at Weaver, who seemed deeply 
unconcerned by what was about to happen. After a long moment, Weaver 
nodded. “I hear you.” 

“Good.” Sage stood, his compact form silhouetted against the open 
doors of their Bell 205. The Ghosts’ regular transports made for a smoother 
ride, but it was easier to blend in with the older helo. Plenty of 
closemouthed men with guns rented those, and nobody asked too many 
questions. 

As the pilot barked a warning that they were a minute out, Joker rose 
and moved opposite him. “Were out first. See you at the LZ.” 

The helo slowed, hovered, and eased down toward the ground. Joker 
and Sage clipped on, tested the connections on their ropes, then tossed 
them out the side. The ropes snaked down, and then the two men put on 
heavy gloves. Another second, and they were out and over the side, braking 
three times on their way down the line. 

The helo held position for a moment longer, waiting for the two men on 
the ground to clear the space. When they were clear, the crew chief pulled 
the pin on the ropes. They dropped to the ground, and the unencumbered 
helo headed west over a sharp, lightly forested ridge. 

“I can see why they're not setting down,” Weaver said. “No place flat 
enough for this thing to land.” 

Nomad nodded. “Going to make getting back onboard a pain in the 
ass.” 

“You said it.” 

“One minute,” came the voice of the pilot. 

“You heard the man,” Nomad said, and did one last patdown of his gear 
before shrugging into his heavy gloves. Weaver, he noticed, didn't do the 
patdown. 

He caught him staring. “I checked before. Gotta have faith in your 
work, right?” 

“Right, I guess.” Nomad moved to the door and tied on, as the pilot 
called, “Thirty seconds!” Weaver slipped his gloves on and did the same, 
then they moved out onto the skid and turned to face the interior, brake 
hands on the rope. The helo slowed; their deployment bags went over the 
side; and the pilot’s voice came over the comms loud and clear. “Ropes! 


Ropes! Ropes!” 


Nomad leapt over the side, rope in hand, and started his descent. On 
the other side, Weaver did the same. ‘Then he was down on the ground and 
moving. After a second, the ropes came coiling down, and the helo was 
pulling away into the distance. 

Nomad dusted himself off and started coiling up his rope to hide it. 
Weaver, he saw, was already doing the same. “So where do we go from 
here?” 

Weaver tapped his wrist comms. “Map shows our search area.” He 
looked around at the wooded, steepsided hills. Wisps of cloud snaked 
around the highest points, promising rain later and wind sooner than that. 
“Kind of wish they'd splurged for the topographic option, though.” 

He tapped the map, and it zoomed in on what looked like their current 
location. “LZ is about ten klicks west-northwest, over some nasty terrain. 
We're not doing this as the crow flies, that’s for damn sure.” 

“We get to the top of that ridge there,” Nomad suggested, “and we can 
scan the whole valley here. No need to walk it inch by inch. That drone had 
a thirty-foot wingspan. We'll see the reflection.” 

“We'll be exposed,” Weaver countered. 

“You see anybody else out here>” 

“Not yet.” But he stashed the rope under some leaves and started 
walking. After a moment, he turned to Nomad. “You coming?” 

“Tm coming.” 

They crested the deceptively green ridge nearly an hour later, slogging 
up the knife-edged sides at a painfully slow rate. At the top, they were 
almost immediately enveloped in fog, which Weaver declared wasn't going 
anywhere, and so they moved along the ridge to a lower vantage point. 

What they saw was stunning. 

Spread out below them was a green, relatively flat valley. Small farms 
here and there had been carved out of the forest, and a simple rutted dirt 
road ran down the middle of it. In a field to the west of the road the shine 
of broken glass and metal was obvious, as was the gash the UAV had made 
in the earth going down. 

Surrounding it were what looked like a half-dozen farmers, one of 
whom was leaning against a pickup truck. 

“Down!” Weaver dropped, then inched back below the top of the ridge 


line. Nomad followed his example. 


“What the hell are those farmers going to do with a UAV?” Nomad 
asked. 

“What the hell do you think they’re farming?” Weaver handed Nomad a 
pair of binoculars. A quick scan of the fields showed coca, coca, and more 
coca. “No wonder it went down here. ‘This place was probably off the map.” 

“Until the drone showed up. Someone panicked and shot it down.” 
Nomad finished the thought. “Well, we can’t take them from here.” 

“Possibly.” Weaver thought for a minute. “The real issue is that the LZ’s 
on the other side of this valley. We go down there, we're walking into a 
fight.” 

“And if we dont go down there ” He focused the binos on the farmers. 
They all wore blue jeans and checked plaid shirts, and most of them had 
various models of assault rifles slung across their backs. “Welp. Looks like 
they're farming lead.” He handed the binos back to Weaver. “I'll bet they 
heard the helo and panicked. ‘That’s why they’re grabbing the drone now.” 
He groaned. “They know we're here.” 

“They know somebody’s here,” Weaver corrected him. “If they knew it 
was us, theyd be headed this way. Instead...” He pointed down into the 
valley, toward the largest of the farmhouses. It was a rambling affair, painted 
a dark green, and it had a long, low barn next to it. “They'll be headed for 
that with the drone.” 

“Which means they're going to come right past our position.” Below, 
the men were grunting and heaving as they lifted the wreckage of the drone 
into the pickup truck. One of the men went down, clutching his back. The 
others ignored him and kept on working. 

“You want to call this in?” 

Weaver shook his head. “Not yet. Let’s see if I’m right. If I am, then the 
objective’s a sitting duck. And if Pm not, it’s going to come right past us 
anyway, and there’s no way Joker and Sage can get here in time to help.” 

Nomad looked at him suspiciously. “Why exactly are you on this op?” 

“Why do you think?” 

“I thought it was because this was going to be a milk run and you're 
FNG. Now, however, how many ops did you do up here with the SEALs?” 

“Enough.” Weaver absently traced the line of his scar. “Enough. So, you 
trust I know what I’m talking about?” 


“For this, anyway.” He shifted position, sidling left. “If we head down 
there, we're trapped with them. If we stay here, they’re out of range.” 

“Uh-uh.” Weaver shook his head. “Out of your range. Not mine.” He 
took a deep breath. “Here’s what we’re going to do. They come across, and 
I’m going to take the shot and nail the sweet spot on the UAV. Your job is 
to keep them off me once they realize they’re getting shot at and start 
coming up that hill. At that point, we either make it out of here as heroes or 
we get our asses chased all the way to Lima by angry men with guns. You 
up to it?” 

“You still think it’s a good idea not to call for backup?” 

“You still think it would make any difference?” 

Nomad smirked.“You’re crazy.” 

“Tm practical,” Weaver replied. “They’re headed our way. Let’s do this.” 

Nomad nodded. “Let’s do this.” 
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CHAPTER 8 


The trail Erubiel showed Midas was invisible until they were on top of it. A 
thin strip of packed earth literally stomped out of the jungle by the passage 
of feet both human and otherwise, it seemed about as inviting as a 
boomslang. Throw in the lengthening shadows from the encroaching dusk, 
and it looked like a door into nothing. 

“This is it?” Nomad asked. 

Midas nodded. “Erubiel says that they deliberately keep it overgrown so 
the soldiers don’t stumble onto it.” The village headman had gone back 
home to see to the wounded and comfort the grieving among his people, 
but not before taking Midas to the trailhead and loading him up with all 
sorts of useful tidbits about how to handle the jungle. 

“Do you think we can trust him?” 

Midas unsheathed his machete and spun it experimentally a couple of 
times. “I’m sure we can. He’s clearly got no love for the Amazonas Free 
Staters, not after what they did to his people and his son. And he—” 


“He seems to like you,” Weaver finished. “Don't rely too much on that. 
But I think you're right. He'd love us to put a dull stick in those soldiers’ 
eyes.” 

“Look.” Midas sounded faintly exasperated. “The thing you have to 
understand is that this is not a movie. Erubiel and his people are not going 
to be our friends forever because I, or we, did something for them. They 
appreciate it, and right now our interests line up. But they have their own 
business to take care of, and they’ve been doing just fine out here for a long, 
long time.” 

“I didnt mean—” 

Midas cut him off. “I just think it’s important to make this clear. I think 
we can trust them, but we shouldn't rely on them. Were not their concern. 
In a week, we'll be gone, and they'll still be living here dealing with 
whatever comes down. On their terms.” 

Holt coughed softly and peered down the trail. “It bothers me that none 
of what were seeing—the village, the road, any of this—showed up on 
satellite. Intel doesnt match the terrain. I don’t like it.” 

Weaver wasnt having any of it. “Ihe way stuff grows down here, it 
doesn't surprise me satellite didn't see it. It’s like an entire jungle made of 
kudzu. Blink twice, and that crap swallows your house.” 

“That’s not your call to make,” Holt replied, then turned to Nomad. 
“Boss? What do we do?” 

Nomad gestured down the trail. “Midas, you've got a point.” 

“He’s got a machete.” 

“Quiet, Holt. Youve got our six. Do not engage without permission, 
and keep an eye out for the wildlife. Anyone gets poisoned by a frog, we're 
leaving you here. Midas? Let’s go.” 


x k Ok 


The sun had gone down by the time they started, draping the jungle in 
heavy, smothering darkness. Here and there a small break in the canopy 
offered a glimpse of the sky, but those were few and far between. The rest of 
the time was seemingly endless plodding along the seemingly endless path, 
one tree looking very much like the next. They'd switched to NVG when it 


had gone full dark, but even so, the jungle made for slow going. Erubiel’s 
path was clear enough, but he hadn't been joking when he talked about how 
the soldiers’ road was an easier way. 

Around them, the night muttered and growled its disapproval of their 
presence. The steady chop and swish of Midas’s machete served as 
counterpoint, a rhythm against which the shrieks of monkeys and birds fell 
short. 

“The old man did say two hours, right?” Holt asked three hours into the 
trek. “Because if he did, I want his running shoes.” 

“T think he knows the trail a little better than we do,” Weaver retorted. 

“Keep it down, both of you,” Nomad added. “I think we’ve got 
something. Holt?” 

“TIL check it out.” He edged cautiously ahead a dozen yards, the 
machete sliding cleanly back into its sheath. Up ahead, through the trees, 
he could see the faint glow of what looked to be halogen lights, and if he 
listened carefully, he could hear the grumble of an overworked generator. 
Any closer, and the lights would bloom out the view on his night vision 
painfully; any closer, and he probably wouldn't need them. 

He patched into the comms link. “It looks like there’s an encampment 
up ahead. It’s well lit, and it’s big. I think we’ve found it.” 

“Roger that. GPS confirms we're in Wizard’s best guess. Holt, can you 
get a little closer? I need more to go on than bright lights, big jungle.” 

“Roger that.” 

“We'll be coming up behind you.” 

“Uh-uh, hold position.” 

“What have you got?” 

“Tm picking up multiple IR sources that arent moving, most of them 
eye height.” 

“Animals?” 

“Negative. Single sources, but bright. I’m guessing IR cameras. Let me 
take a closer look.” There was a pause. “Yup. Repurposed trail cameras. 
Probably stolen from the geeks.” 

“Are they sending feedback to the camp?” 

Holt thought about it for a second. “Gotta assume so. So taking them 
out isnt an option.” 

“Can we go around?” 


“Negative. The whole damn camp is ringed with them. Overlapping 
fields, too—someone’s a little paranoid.” 

“They've got good reason to be.” Nomad considered. “Okay, we cant go 
through and we can't go around. Which means over.” 

“Major, hate to break it to you, but there’s not enough tree cover here 
for us to play Tarzan.” 

Nomad was all business. “Not us. Get that UAV flying. I want a good 
look at how the camp’s laid out and where they're likely keeping the 
hostages.” 

“Roger that.” 

“And see if you can ID the control center for those cameras.” 

“TI put it on the list.” 

“Midas, go cover him. I dont want Holt needing to watch his back 
when he should be watching the feed.” 

“Copy that. I’m on my way.” And with that, he slithered forward, a gray 
shape blending into the black of the night. 

“That dude is uncanny,” said Weaver, echoing what Nomad was 
thinking. “We don't get him killed, he’s gonna be one of the ones that gets 
talked about for a long time.” 

“TI try to keep him alive. As for you, I want you back here when the 
shit hits the fan. We go in, were going to have ten, fifteen seconds tops 
before whatever alarms they’ve got rigged to those cameras go off. Soon as 
they do, I want you dropping targets in the center of the compound. You 
keep their focus there. We're going in through the back of the tent where 
theyre keeping the hostages, a clean snatch and grab. Your job is to keep 
them from noticing that’s what’s really going on.” 

Imperceptibly in the dark, Weaver nodded. “Beats driving the damn 
boat.” 

“You get to do that later. We're going to fall back toward the village 
along the road. Priority one is getting those civilians out of here.” 

Weaver coughed. “Were going to be taking civilians who don't have the 
goggles down the road you rigged in the dark?” 

“Traps are marked, we'll get them off the train before anyone steps in 
it.” 

“That’s reassuring.” Weaver took a long look through his scope. “Mmm. 
Gonna want to get about thirty yards thataway for a better solution. Too 


much garbage in the way here.” 

“I thought you loved nature.” 

“I do. On my television, where it belongs.” He rose into a half-crouch. 
“Let me know when it’s go time.” 

Nomad flashed him a quick smile. “Wouldn't dream of leaving you out. 
Check in when you're in position.” 

“Roger that.” And then he, too, was gone. 

Holt cut in. “Bird is airborne. Im taking her in.” 

“Roger that. Good luck.” 

Holt didn’t answer. Instead, he carefully guided the drone to a height 
just below the canopy, then flicked it into FLIR mode. ‘The inky blob from 
the feed transformed into a sharp black-and-white image showing the 
jungle, the cameras, and the camp beyond them, and Midas. 

Frowning, Holt eased the drone over the line of cameras and into the 
camp. It was bigger than hed expected, laid out along a long central 
clearing that doubled as a road. ‘The structures in the center were buildings: 
a barracks, a couple of small huts that looked like officers’ quarters, and two 
offset buildings that he guessed were the HQ and the armory. Lights were 
rigged on stands or attached to trees, all pointing down to avoid any leakage 
through the canopy for spying eyes above. A sprinkling of tent surrounded 
them, including one with multiple faint heat signatures inside and two 
brighter ones out front. A particularly bright heat source toward the far end 
of the camp caught his attention. He pulled the drone in closer and realized 
it was a truck, the same make and model hed seen at the village earlier. As 
he watched, a handful of soldiers started loading up the back. 

“Nomad, we've got a problem.” 

“Go ahead.” 

“Looks like the hostiles are packing up for a little payback at the 
village.” He paused. “There’s no way to warn them, is there?” 

“You know the answer to that, Holt.” 

“Roger.” He thought for a minute. “Orders?” 

“You find me the hostages?” 

“Affirmative. Got a line on the HQ, too, and a head count on hostiles. 
Im seeing twenty plus our hostages. Two outside the tent where they’re 
being held, can’t tell if there’s anyone in there with them.” 

“Understood. Got anything else for me?” 


“Yeah. I think I can take out the control board for the cameras.” 

“How?” 

“Wizard and I modded the drone’s weapons loadout. It now comes with 
a single use directional EMP burst. I get close enough, it’ll fry everything 
in that building that’s unshielded. And I dont think they're bringing 
cybersecurity consultants out here to harden things.” 

“All right. Anything else?” 

“Just a minute.” He guided the drone farther into the camp, praying the 
night noises covered the thin whine of the rotors. “Down there? That’s the 
generator. Next to it? Looks like six barrels of fuel.” 

Nomad considered for a moment. “I’m sensing an opportunity here. 
Your bird going to be able to fly after you set off the pulse?” 





Holt shrugged, mainly for his own benefit. “In theory, the EMP’s 
directional and she’s shielded. In practice?” He let his voice trail off. 

“Okay, feed me the location of the tent with the packages and the 
guards outside. Then when I give the go, you hit the cameras with the EMP. 
If the bird’s still flying after that, hit the generator and then the fuel. Midas, 
youre with me. We're cutting the back of that tent open and pulling the 
hostages out. Weaver, you've got your orders.” 

“That I do,” came the steadying, comforting drawl. “What’s the plan for 
exfil>” 

“Run like hell. Head for the village.” 

“I guess that’ll do. Road or path?” 

“They've got trucks. We're staying the hell off that road. They can’t drive 
back down that trail. Midas, you'll take point. Whatever it takes, get the 
hostages back to the boat. Weaver, you'll be with him. Holt, you and me, 
we get to cover their asses should it become necessary.” 

Holt laughed. “PI take that action.” There were some clicking noises as 
he directed the drone to a new location. “Bird is in position. Awaiting your 


go.” 

“Weaver?” 

“Ready.” 

“Midas?” 

“On my way.” 

Nomad picked his way around the perimeter of the camp, careful to stay 
out of range of the cameras. Occasional footfalls told him Midas was 
moving in the same direction. 

Eventually he spotted it: the square, blocky shape silhouetted against 
the camp’s light. A quick check with the NVG showed a few more of the 
telltale cameras, cunningly placed in the trees with overlapping fields of 
view. Someone had been thinking about keeping this place secure, that 
much was clear, though the disconnect between the sloppy behavior Nomad 
had seen at the village and the sharp planning here was puzzling. Best to 
just assume the enemy was as capable and smart as possible, and take 
anything less than that as a gift. 

He settled down into position, outside the camera range, then checked 
his comms. “Midas?” 

“Fifteen meters from you and closing.” 


“I copy. Weaver, do you have a shot?” 

“Do I ever. Everything’s green.” 

“That’s just the NVG. Stand by, then.” A rustle in the undergrowth told 
him without turning that Midas had dropped into position next to him. 
“Holt?” 

“Bird is in position. Payload is primed. Just say the word.” 

Nomad took a deep breath. “Go.” 

“Roger that,” Holt answered, his voice calm. “Triggering directional 
EMP now.” 

There was a crackle of feedback on the commlink, and then some of the 
lights in the camp went dark. Around the perimeter, so did the eyes on the 
cameras, while panicked voices could be heard for the first time over the 
jungle sounds. 

“Weaver? Weapons free. Midas, let’s go.” 

Before Nomad finished the first sentence, a shot rang out, matched by a 
strangled yell inside the camp. Two more followed in rapid succession, and 
now the hubbub exploded. Bursts of fire could be heard spraying wildly into 
the night as the soldiers shot at an invisible enemy or dove for cover. 

Nomad processed all of this peripherally. “Sensor out!” he called, and 
tossed one that landed next to the tent. Four figures inside flared into view 
—the three hostages and one soldier, looming over them as chaos erupted 
outside. “I’ve got one hostile in the tent!” he yelled, as he sprinted for the 
tent, knife in hand. Without looking, he could tell Midas was in position 
beside him. ‘They broke through the tree line and slammed up against the 
back of the tent, the canvas bulging inward as they hit. “Cover me,” Nomad 
ordered, then drove his knife into the tent wall. He ripped across and then 
down, then pulled back and out of the way as Midas stepped into the 
breach. 

Inside, Midas could see the four figures the sensor had called out. ‘Three 
were handcuffed to cots, two women and a man. ‘Their captor was already 
firing into the gap in the canvas as Midas’s face appeared. ‘The bullets 
whizzed past as Midas ducked out of the way. “No good!” he yelled. 

“Hostages still alive?” Nomad pulled a flashbang off his belt. 

“Affirmative!” More bullets stitched through the fabric, narrowly 
missing Nomad. 


“Banger!” With his left hand, Nomad pulled back the torn tent wall. 
With his right, he tossed the grenade, praying he still had his fastball. 
Bullets exploded around him as the soldier switched to the new, suddenly 
visible target, and then the world went white. There was a cacophony of 
voices from inside the tent, audible through the Peltor ear protectors they 
all wore, and then a hand on his back was pushing him down to the ground. 
Looking up, he saw a rough outline that looked a lot like Midas speaking 
urgently about the hostages. 

“Tm okay!” he said. “Get the hostages!” 

Midas stepped into the tent. There was a single shot, and then the 
louder sounds of battle from farther in the camp took precedence. Nomad 
shook his head, then barked into his mic. “Holt! Is your bird still in the air?” 

“Yeah, she’s still flying.” 

Nomad grunted his satisfaction. “Good. Go to target Bravo and light it 
up. 

“Roger that, she’s on her way!” ‘The long, rolling boom of Weaver’s rifle 
cut through the night, with machine guns chattering in response. So far, 
Nomad thought, so good, and he stepped into the tent. 
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The scene on the ground was chaos. ‘That much, Holt could see from the 
drone’s camera. The makeshift shielding he'd rigged up had done its job, as 
had the directional pulse, and half the electronics in the camp were fried. 
The response on the ground, particularly with Weaver adding to the 
confusion, was everything he could have hoped for. Men were throwing 
themselves down behind any cover they could find, while others were 
spraying the jungle wildly. An officer emerged from the headquarters 
building and started bellowing orders. He got out maybe a half dozen words 
before he was dropped, a bullet from Weaver throwing the men around him 
into more confusion. 

A series of rounds slammed into a nearby tree, sending splintered bark 
everywhere. Holt froze and then scurried back and to his right. No sense 
helping the opposition get lucky. There was a dip in the jungle floor, hidden 
behind some thick, low greenery, and he ducked behind it. 


More bullets flew past. “Ah, hell,” he said, and risked a quick look. 

They were coming. Three soldiers had surged out from the camp, and 
they were headed his way. One stopped and fired a burst of suppressive fire, 
the bullets scything off the top few inches of his cover. Tattered leaves 
rained down, their edges smelling faintly of gunpowder and smoke. 

“Shit!” He rolled left. He could see the men moving quickly, spreading 
out and calling back and forth to one another as they advanced. 

Too late to run, he decided. If he stood, they'd nail him. If he waited, 
they'd probably nail him by accident or stumble right across him. 

So it was going to be fight, while his drone hung in midair like a big, fat 
target, instead of delivering the distraction that Nomad had wanted. 

Frowning, he drew his sidearm. Long gun would get caught too easily 
in the undergrowth. ‘The last thing he needed was some hanging vine 
snagging his muzzle at a critical moment. No, this was knife and pistol 
work. 

The soldiers were close now, the nearest almost on top of him. Carefully, 
he knelt, aimed, and fired at the one farthest away. 

The shot caught the man in the belly, and he yelled in pain as it hit. 
Involuntarily, he squeezed the trigger on his AK, and sent a wave of fire 
into the night. The unexpected sound was enough to make the other two 
turn, and that gave Holt the opening he was looking for. 

He popped up out of cover and squeezed off a couple of rounds at the 
soldier closest to him. One took him in the shoulder, the other in the 
throat, and he dropped with a gurgle. 

The last man was no fool. He made a good guess where the fire was 
coming from and strafed the jungle near Holt’s position. Holt hustled 
backwards, hugging the ground as the bullets flew overhead. When he 
looked up, the man was gone. 

Holt rolled to his feet and slid behind a tree, listening. By all rights, the 
guy should have showed up like a Roman candle on NVG, but with the 
explosive shenanigans back at the camp, the NVG was half-useless. 

Fortunately, that wasn't his only option. “Sensor out,” he muttered into 
the comm channel, and tossed a sensor grenade in what he hoped was the 
right direction. 

The sensor hit with a soft thud. On his HUD, Holt could see a soft blue 
pulse spread out rapidly, hugging the ground, moving over the trees, and— 


There! Outlined in yellow, the figure of a man way too close, moving 
stealthily through the brush. Another minute, and he would have been right 
on top of Holt. 

But that was a minute he didn’t have. 

Holt carefully drew a bead, then fired. The bullet was off the mark, and 
he could see the yellow figure dive out of the way. He cursed and ducked, 
just as a series of bullets smacked into the tree he'd been hiding behind. He 
returned fire, then ducked down, repeating the process until he heard the 
distinctive single click that announced to the world he was dry. 

The other guy, he was sure, had heard it too. He took off, zig-zagging 
through the trees, deliberately making noise as he went. 

The trap was baited. Behind him, he could hear the soldier following, 
sprinting through the darkened jungle. 

Good enough, Holt decided when he was sure the pursuit was on. He 
slammed up against a tree, then slithered around it and willed himself into 
immobility and silence. Barely breathing, he waited. 

They were out of range of the sensor now, and Holt didnt dare use 
another. Instead, he listened. The soldier coming closer now, his pace 
slowing as the edge of the pursuit’s adrenaline rush wore off. Carefully 
scanning left and right, he kept walking, boots whisper-loud with each step. 
Holt could hear his breathing now, realized the man was on top of his 
position. If he hadn't hidden himself quite right, if the man took one step in 
the wrong direction... 

He walked past. 

And Holt stepped out from behind the tree and put his pistol to the 
man’s neck. “Drop it,” he said. 

“You're out,” the soldier replied, and twisted in Holt’s grasp. 

Holt pulled the trigger. 

“I reloaded,” he told the dead man, then pulled the drone control 
protocol back up on his wrist console. “Baby better still be flying.” 
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Midas looked over his shoulder as Nomad walked in. “Major. We've got a 
problem. I searched the guard. No keys.” He pointed to the handcuffs 


holding the three prisoners to their bedframes. 

“We've got the tools we need. Dr. Kathleen Crotty?” The woman in the 
middle, the shorter and older of the two, raised her unbound hand. She 
looked tired but alert, and the determination was plainly written on her 
face. 

“I assume you're our way out of here?” she said. 

“Yes maam.” Nomad looked at the tent door, then back at Midas. 
“Were here to get you and your people home safely. But to do that, you all 
are going to have to do exactly what I say. If you don't, we will still get you 
out of here, but you'll enjoy it a lot less.” 

“I dont care, just help us!” said the younger woman. She pulled 
frantically on the handcuff holding her to the bed, rattling it helplessly 
when it refused to give. 

“Easy, Melanie,” Dr. Crotty said. “I’m sure these gentlemen have a plan 
for getting us out safely.” She turned to face Nomad. “You do have a plan, I 
trust?” 

Nomad nodded. “Midas, tool kit. Dr. Crotty, if you would be so kind as 
to lay your hand flat on the bedframe and pull that handcuff as tight as it 
can go? Holt, what’s taking you so long?” 

“You're gonna chop her hand off? No way! Pll stay here!” The second 
research assistant scrambled back as far as the restraint would let him. 

“Mr. Stanton!” Crotty’s words were as sharp-edged as Midas’s weapon. 
“Get a hold of yourself.” She pulled her arm back, stretching the handcuffs 
to their maximum length. “If you miss, miss clean,” she said, and closed her 
eyes. 

“We plan for this sort of thing, ma’am,” Midas said, and pulled a small 
pair of bolt cutters out of his kit. “I’ve had to improvise with a machete. It’s 
not always pretty.” He set the bolt cutters against the chain, then squeezed. 
There was a brief screech of metal, then soft jingling as broken links went 
everywhere. Midas immediately approached her side and helped her up. 
“Can you stand?” he asked. She nodded. “Can you run?” 

“Tm going to have to,” she replied, and turned to her assistants, who 
stared in slack-jawed shock. “Melanie, Gilbert, get yourselves together.” 
Midas handed her his canteen even as the other two pulled their cuffs tight, 
and she took a long draught. “Thank you, Mr” 


“We don't have names, ma'am,” Midas replied. “Just the job.” 


“Of course,” she snorted. “You two ready?” 

“Yes, Dr. Crotty,” they recited in unison. Midas gave Crotty a brief nod, 
then walked over to where Stanton sat, trying hard to control his shaking. 
“You're not even going to notice ” Midas said, and cut the links. The 
handcuffs broke, and Stanton tumbled back from the sudden slack. 

“...a thing,” Midas finished. He turned to Carpenter, who was watching 
the whole thing, shocked. “Miss?” 

“Yeah?” she answered weakly. 

“Hold still.” 

As he raised the bolt cutters, a soldier came through the front flap of 
the tent, shouting for the guard inside. His face registered surprise for the 
half-second it took for Nomad to take him down, and then he collapsed on 
the floor. “Holt! I need that distraction, like, now!” 

“Sorry.” Holt’s voice was strained. “Was trying to get us a prisoner for 
insurance. Didn't quite work out. Time to target is three... two... one.” 

There was an explosion outside, and then another one, and then 
another. 

“Target spiked! Drone’s offline, got caught in the shockwave. Falling 
back to rendezvous point!” There was a pause, and then Holt added a 
solitary “Whoohool” for good measure. 

“Midas? Any time now.” 

Midas went to work again, and the last of the handcuffs shattered. 
Carpenter reeled back and Midas caught her, then helped her to her feet. 
She stared at him, then took a deep breath. “I’m okay,” she said. “Let’s go.” 

“But the laptops, they’ve got all our work,” Stanton interjected softly. 
“We can't leave them.” 

“Can and will,” his boss replied. “I love and value our work. But I am 
not getting shot for it, not today.” She gestured to the back of the tent. 
“Gentlemen, what do we do?” 

Nomad pointed to the opening. “This gentleman's going to lead the way. 
You're going to follow him to a trail that we hope the people who took you 
hostage dont know about, and we’re going to run as fast and as long as we 
can. Follow him; stay in single file. PI be right behind you.” 

Crotty nodded. “Then let’s go.” 

Midas stepped through the tent flap, back into the night. His arm was 


visible through the partial tear, making a “come on” gesture. Crotty 


followed, then Carpenter, then Stanton. Nomad quickly grabbed the guns 
from the two dead men and then followed them out into the night. 
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Aim. Wait. Shoot. Move. 

The pattern was easy enough in concept. It was the execution that some 
people found hard. 

Weaver’s first shot had taken out a swaggering bully whose body 
language and general unpleasantness to his fellow soldiers had annoyed 
him. He’d watched the man through his scope waiting for Nomad to give 
the go code, and had decided that if he had to pick a target, this guy had 
volunteered for the job. And when the call came, he got dropped. Weaver 
squeezed off a couple of additional shots, just to add to the initial chaos, 
then quickly humped it to a new position and let the cycle take hold. He 
could hear Nomad barking orders over the comms, could hear Holt 
occasionally answering, but he kept radio silence. 

An officer stepped out of one of the buildings, shouting and rallying the 
men. Some of the random fire stopped. Soldiers shook themselves out of 
pure reaction mode and started remembering their training. 

“We cant have that sort of thing,” Weaver whispered softly, and 
squeezed the trigger. Through the scope, he saw the man go down. ‘There 
was faint, distant shouting, and then he picked up and was on the move 
again. 
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The jungle was no longer dark, thanks to the pillars of orange fire gusting 
up into the night and threatening to turn half the trees in the neighborhood 
into living torches. The shouting from the camp had taken on a different 
tenor now, with men panicking about the fire more than they were the 
mysterious adversary in the woods. Gunfire still barked out occasionally, but 
it sounded like half the men in the camp were rushing to try to do 
something about the fire. 


With luck, between that and Weaver's efforts, they'd be too distracted to 
check on the hostages immediately. But even in the best case imaginable, 
someone would come looking, and soon. 

Midas was moving steadily through the underbrush, acutely aware of 
how exposed the firelight made them. Crotty was right behind him, with 
the other two supporting each other and stumbling onward. In the distance, 
he could see Holt, already at the rally point and in position to lay down 
cover fire if there was pursuit. 

“Weaver? Time to go.” 

“I hear you.” The sniper sounded mildly irritated. “The ant hill down 
there is well and truly kicked over. Give me one minute—” ‘The sound of a 
shot being fired echoed loudly through the commlink. “—and I’m on my 
way.” 

“Roger that. We’ll wait for you.” 

“You go. I'll catch up. Weaver out.” 

Midas paused, looking back at Nomad for direction. 

“We keep going,” Nomad said. “Without the packages, he’ll be moving 
faster than we are. And so will they.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, 
back at the burning camp. “Let’s keep moving.” 

“Yessir.” 

Holt was up and ready when they reached his position, and he quickly 
fell in next to Nomad. “Hostages don't look too good,” he said by way of a 
greeting. “They gonna make it back?” 

“The other option is asking for a ride in one of their pickups. Too bad 
we couldn't disable the motor pool.” 

“We were a little busy. That one truck tore out as soon as the fun 
started. Headed the other way.” 

“Crap.” Nomad exhaled. “Worst case scenario, they’ve gone for help and 
they'll be coming back after us. Which means we move now. We’ll push the 
hostages as hard as we can as long as we can, and then push a little farther.” 
“I love the way you plan,” Holt cracked, and then his smile faded to a more 
serious expression. “How do you want to handle this?” 

Nomad didn’t look up. “They catch up with us, you and I turn around 
and hold them. Good thing is this path is so narrow any pursuit’s going to 
be a turkey shoot.” 

“What about the fight we might be walking into back at the village?” 


Nomad was somber. “We’ll handle that when we get there. Maybe we'll 
get lucky for a change. Let’s worry about the immediate threat for now.” 
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Twenty minutes on, Weaver caught up to them. Hed maintained radio 
silence, but there was no mistaking the lean figure loping down the trail 
after them. Nomad had Midas slow the pace slightly, and Weaver was with 
them in a matter of moments. 

“What’s it looking like back there?” Nomad asked. 

“The camp’s a hot mess.” 

“Any pursuit?” 

Weaver shook his head. “Not for a little while, at least. They’re still 
putting out the fire and getting close-in patrols going. Gonna take them a 
while to find this route, take them longer to organize to go down it. 
Assuming they even do.” 

“Tl take that action,” said Holt, and Nomad shot him a look. “What?” 

Just then, Stanton stumbled and fell. Midas halted, and turned back to 
give him a hand up. “I’m fine, I’m fine,” the research assistant said. “Just a 
little... you know ” 

“Can we stop here and rest for a moment?” Crotty’s voice was 
concerned. “If there’s no pursuit—” 

“A little farther,” Nomad said. “If they’re not pursuing us now, we need 
to take advantage of that time. The farther we get before they start hunting, 
the better the chance they'll give up or head in the wrong direction.” 

“My people cant go any farther. Theyre dead on their feet,” Crotty 
protested. 

“Beats just dead,” Holt said, without smiling. 

Nomad smiled tightly. “Professor, apologies for his bluntness, but we’ve 
got to keep moving. We’ll give your people as much rest as we can, but right 
now, we've got to go.” He nodded to Holt. “Give Mr. Stanton a hand. And 
let’s keep moving.” 
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CHAPTER 9 


They made it another thirty minutes before Nomad called a halt. Carpenter 
and Stanton were both visibly flagging, stumbling to put one foot in front 
of the other in the dark. Crotty was holding up better, but she clearly 
looked relieved when the column eased to a stop. 

“Five minutes,” Nomad decided. “Midas, Holt, give ‘em a quick medical 
once-over. Make sure no one’s in shock or bleeding.” He unclipped his 
canteen and handed it to Stanton, who took a deep swig, then wiped his 
mouth with the back of his hand. “Thank you,” he said, and passed it to 
Carpenter. 

“Here.” Weaver had pulled a couple of protein bars out of his kit and 
handed them around. “Don’t know what they were feeding you back there, 
but I’m guessing it wasn’t escape fuel.” 

Crotty took one of the bars and nodded her thanks. “It was more 
neglect than mistreatment,” she said, “but things were getting, I don’t know, 
maybe the right word is ‘anxious, the last few days. I think we were 


becoming a problem, and I dont know how much longer they would have 
kept us.” She bit into the bar and chewed ravenously. 

“Last few days?” Nomad leaned in, curious. “What happened to change 
things?” 

She thought for a minute. “There was a visitor at the camp. ‘The soldiers 
there called him ‘Colonel, showed him a lot of respect. He was there for a 
couple of hours, and then after that, everything changed. Got harder- 
edged, if you know what I mean.” 

Weaver and Nomad exchanged a look. 

“Urbina?” 

“Urbina.” 

Nomad turned back to the professor. “Did you meet him?” 

“Briefly.” She took the last bites of the protein bar, chewed and 
swallowed. Weaver passed her a canteen and she drank, then handed it 
back. “They brought him in to see us. He didn’t actually say anything to us. 
Just sort of... assessed things. He spoke to the local officers in Spanish, 
though. He said that our presence there was an unfortunate distraction 
from the real business at hand, and that he didn’t much like distractions.” 
She shuddered. “I’ve been working down here on and off for the better part 
of fifteen years. I’ve seen a lot of things without blinking. But that man, he 
was cold. Frightening.” 

“You speak Spanish?” 

Crotty gave a short, bitter laugh. “Of course I do, and so does my team. 
This isnt Ohio. You come into a country that isn’t yours, you act with 
respect. For the little things, and for the big ones.” She stood. “Do we need 
to get moving again?” 

Nomad nodded. “Yeah, we do.” He offered Carpenter a hand up, which 
she took. Stanton refused assistance, but he leaned heavily on a tree when 
he made it to his feet. Midas looked to Nomad, who glanced down the trail 
ahead. Nodding, Midas took off again, though at a slower pace than he had 
set before. The scientists fell in behind him, as did Weaver. Holt started to 
follow, but Nomad held up a cautioning hand. 

“How far do you think we've gotten, Holt?” 

Holt pursed his lips as he thought for a second. “Not real far?” 

Nomad’s grimace showed just how accurate that answer was. “You know 
it took us three hours to get out here? At this pace, it’s going to take us six 


to get back, and that’s if we don't run into any trouble.” 

“Or take any extra breaks. Not good.” 

Nomad took a few steps back along the path. “Which means that if 
they try to pursue, they'll catch us. Unless we can slow them down.” 

Holt grinned, a ghastly sight in the glare of the NVG. “So what’s the 
plan?” 

“The plan is we leave a couple of surprises. Make them cautious. And if 
we find a good spot, you and me, we dig in and wait.” 

Holt gave a low whistle. “You and me against how many? There were 
twenty at the camp, and then if they got reinforcements, well, that’s some 
pretty steep odds.” 

“Tm not saying we pull a last stand. They get close, we bloody their 
noses, then fall back to the next good spot while they're still trying to figure 
out what hit them.” 

“That could work.” 

Nomad snorted. “It had better. The alternative’s a running firefight with 
our passengers in the middle of it.” He hunkered down in the middle of the 
path. “Got any thoughts?” 

Holt nodded slowly. “Could do a couple more tripwires, maybe. Could 
string some stuff at neckheight, that’ll slow down anyone in too much of a 
hurry.” 

“All right then. Get on this.” He tapped open his comms. “Weaver, 
Midas. You copy?” 

“We hear you,” Weaver answered. “You want us to wait for you?” 

“Negative. Holt and I are going to cover our tracks a little bit. You keep 
the train moving. We’ll be in touch.” 

“What I wouldnt give for one helicopter,” Weaver said by way of an 
answer. “Weaver out.” 
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The first distant explosion went off an hour later. Holt and Nomad, 
crouched behind a makeshift barricade of fallen branches they'd hauled 
across the path, looked at each other as the blast faded in the distance. 

“One of yours?” Nomad asked. 


“Nah. Grenade tripwire. Yours. But who's keeping score?” 

“Major, you two all right?” Weaver’ voice cut in. 

“Everything’s frosty, Weaver,” Nomad replied. “Looks like the bad guys 
finally got their pursuit untracked, that’s all. How are the packages doing?” 

“They're zombified. God’s honest truth, I’m this close to carrying them, 
because they’ve got nothing left.” 

“Acknowledged. Just keep going somehow, you hear me? Piggyback 
rides are on the table.” 

“You only say that because you're not here to give one. Weaver out.” 

Holt smirked. “Man, he loves shit-talking you. How far you two go 
back?” 

“A couple of years,” Nomad conceded. “I made GST four years ago. He 
was a couple years after. Been squaddies ever since, though the whole me- 
giving-him-orders thing is new.” 

“I can see that. You two got good function together. And if I haven't 
said it yet, that plan back at the camp wasn't too bad.” 

“Not good enough. I should have prioritized the truck.” 

“Live and learn,” Holt said. “Ideally, anyway.” 

There was another distant bang, followed by some faint shouting. 

“They should be at the first barricade by now,” Nomad observed. 

“The one with the ants?” 

Nomad nodded. 

“Thank God for whoever invented gloves. Let’s hope they’re a little 
underdressed.” 

Some of the wood they'd pulled to lay across the path had sat on top of 
some kind of ant colony, and the little bastards had swarmed out to defend 
it. Only their combat gear had saved them from being chewed on like a 
cheap steak. 

“Got a confession to make,” Holt continued. “Bee stings, yellow jackets, 
all that stuff—I’m allergic as hell. So if any of those ants had gotten a piece 
of me ” 

Nomad stared at him incredulously. “You're kidding. And youre out 
here?” 

Holt patted his chest. “I always pack a couple of Epipens. Really ought 
to buy stock in the company that makes them, cause I do so damn much for 
their bottom line.” 


They shared a brief laugh, one that quickly faded to a sober silence. 
“How long before they’re in range?” 

Nomad thought about it for a minute. “Ten minutes, maybe, before 
things get hot. We just hit em once and then fall back. We get pulled into 
anything bigger, we're dead.” 

“Not my first rodeo, chief,” Holt responded. “Shit. I think they’re 
spreading out off the path.” 

“Took them long enough,” Nomad said. “They’re not going to go too 
far. As long as we keep them in front of us.” 

They watched in silence for another few minutes, then Holt nudged 
Nomad. “Over there. Ten o'clock. You see?” At the far edge of their field of 
vision, a pale figure was visible picking its way quietly through the jungle. 

“I see him,” Nomad answered. “Looks like he brought friends.” More 
shapes were visible now, a half dozen in the first rank, spread out in a loose 
line centered on the path. Behind them came more men, moving in tighter 
formation along the path. 

“You know, they’re going to a hell of a lot of effort to bring back 
hostages they were going to get rid of anyway.” 

“I don't think it’s about that any more, Holt.” He scanned the first row 
of hostiles. “Okay, the two widest flankers. I’ve got left, you've got right?” 

“Roger that. Lining up my shot.” 

Nomad peered through his sight at his target. The man was moving 
cautiously, limping a little bit as he went. He stopped, bent down and 
examined something on the ground, and then picked up and kept moving, 
an indistinct blob coming into focus as a man and an enemy. “Target 
acquired,” he said softly. “Holt?” 

“Shot’s lined up and good to go. Waiting on your call.” 

“Fire.” 

Two shots rang out simultaneously. Nomad saw his target spin and fall. 
A quick scan to the right showed Holt’s target down as well. ‘The rest of the 
men immediately hit the dirt, shouting about shooters and commands to 
get to cover. 

Nomad gestured to Holt, then to the trail at their backs. Holt nodded. 
The two of them picked up and ran for the next ambush point while the 
shouts faded behind them. 
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Up ahead, the sound of the synced shot was faint, but enough to silence the 
jungle’s usual night noises. 

“Was that us or them?” Stanton asked. “Are they coming?” 

“That was us,” Weaver told him. “Yeah, they’re coming, but they’ve got 
a ways to go to catch us. And they’ve got to get through Nomad and Holt. 
That’s what you heard.” 

“Do we?” Stanton took a deep breath to steady himself. “Do we need to 
go back and help them?” 

Weaver laughed. “That is the funniest damn thing I’ve heard all year.” 
Then, more softly, “Good on you to offer, but they're back there so you don't 
have to try to pull a trigger against guys who've maybe been doing this their 
whole lives. Best thing you and I can do to help those two out is keep 
moving, and take advantage of the time they’re buying us.” 

“I understand.” Stanton shuddered. “Not what I imagined when I 
signed on with Professor Crotty, you know? I mean, you tell your parents 
youre going somewhere for a project, they get a head full of bad movies 
about what it’s going to be like, when usually the worst things you've got to 
fight are lousy food and going stir-crazy out there. You never expect, well, 
you never expect this. You never expect the action movie to happen to you.” 

“We'll get you to the end credits, don't you worry about that. Now keep 
moving.” He looked around, eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Would hate for us 
to end up part of a surprise second-act plot twist.” 


x k Ok 


By the third ambush, the pursuers had gotten smart. Rather than simply 
advancing along the axis of the path, they now moved cover to cover, 
leapfrogging each other as they moved forward. Every so often, one would 
stop and examine the path, looking for signs of Nomad and Holt’s passage, 
and issue orders based on what he'd seen. 

“Can we drop the hostile on the path?” Holt asked. “He looks like the 
brains of the outfit. We hit him, it’s gonna shake them all up. Could buy a 
bunch of time that way.” 


“Agreed.” Nomad settled in, targeting the soldier. “Let’s double up. 
Don't want to risk missing this one.” 

“Roger that. Lining him up now.” 

The two men were set up on the back side of a small, steep hill that rose 
from the jungle floor like a breaching whale. Here and there, rocks jutted 
up from the dirt, too low to make good cover, but better than nothing. 

Down on the trail, the crouching man traced something, possibly a 
footprint, in the dirt. He pointed, and a couple of the other soldiers trotted 
off into the jungle. Then, slowly, he scanned the area, his eyes coming to 
rest on the crest of the hill up ahead. 

“Ah, crap. We’re made.” 

“Fire.” Nomad squeezed the trigger. Holt did the same. 

And the man on the trail threw himself back and out of the line of fire 
as if hed known it was coming. One soldier rushed to cover him. Others 
opened fire on the hill, the sound ripping through the night air like a swarm 
of angry hornets. 

“Fall back,” Nomad ordered. “We can't win this.” “Let me take a second 
crack at him,” Holt demanded. “I’ve got the shot!” 

“Negative! We get out of here, now!” 

“But—” 

“Now!” 

Nomad ran. Holt followed, chancing one last look over his shoulder, 
just in time to see one of the pursuers rear back to throw a grenade. 
“Grenade!” he shouted. He threw himself behind the largest trunk he could 
find, hoping Nomad had done the same. An instant later, the blast ripped 
through the jungle, shredding leaf and branch and slamming shrapnel into 
wood. 

“You okay?” Nomad called. 

“Yeah. You?” 

“Got a splinter.” He leaned out from behind the tree now liberally 
pockmarked by shrapnel. “Shhh.” 

For a moment, neither of them spoke. Faintly but distinctly, they could 
hear footsteps coming up the hill, and coming fast. 

“Got any frags left?” Nomad asked. 

“One,” Holt answered. “Was saving it for an emergency.” 

“T think this counts.” 


Holt had already pulled the pin. “You would,” he said, and tossed it into 
the still-dissipating cloud of smoke from the previous blast. “Frag out.” 

The grenade vanished into the night, hitting the ground with an audible 
clink. The stealthy sounds of pursuit dissolved into panic and chaos, and 
then the blast hit. 

The shouting stopped immediately after that. 

“You hear anyone still coming?” Nomad edged around the tree for a 
look. 

“Negative. You?” Holt’s ears were ringing and his eyes were watering. 
That last one was too close, he thought, a theory that got reinforced when he 
saw that a flying piece of fragmentation grenade had cut a neat slice 
through the sleeve of an arm he'd been unable to quite get behind cover. 

“Nada. Cover me. I’m going to check it out.” 

“Will do.” 

Nomad ducked out from behind what was left of the tree hed been 
using for cover. Ihe zone between where he'd been hiding and where the 
two grenades had gone off had been thoroughly blasted, leaving little cover. 
Nomad made the best of what he could, moving back toward the crest of 
the hill. When he finally reached it, he paused, then peeked out over the 
edge. 

Only silence met him. A quick scan to the left and the right confirmed 
it—apart from a series of rapidly cooling bodies, there were no soldiers in 
sight. They'd melted back into the jungle. 

“Holt, Im not seeing anyone. I think they fell back. Sensor?” 

“Yeah.” There was a soft thump as the device hit the jungle floor, but the 
only hostiles the sweep showed were down and rapidly cooling. 

Holt emerged from cover. “If they were behind us we'd be dead already. 
You think they just gave up?” 

Nomad thought for a minute. “Looks like. They'd taken a lot of 
casualties, and the officer leading them at the end there was on the stick. 
I’m guessing he didn’t want to lose any more men.” 

“Yeah, or he’s got something else up his sleeve. Speaking of which...” 
Holt picked at the neat slice in his sleeve. “That was a little close.” 

“That'll teach you to pick a thicker tree. Come on, Midas and Weaver 
have a hell of a head start on us.” 


“Pretty much,” Holt agreed. “Hey, Major, one thing that’s bothering 
me. Back at the camp, one of the fighters who came at me spoke English.” 

“So? A lot of people down here speak English.” 

“No, he spoke American English. Like, middle class grew up in the 
suburbs English. What the hell is a guy like that doing fighting for the 
Amazonas Free State, when nobody outside here knows what the hell 
Amazonas Free State is?” 

“That’s a good question. Right now, I’ve no answers.” Nomad pointed to 
the trail. “Let’s move.” 
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CHAPTER 10 


They caught up with Midas, Weaver, and the hostages just before dawn 
outside the village. Weaver called another halt when he saw them, and the 
four Ghosts convened just out of earshot. 

“Took you long enough to catch up,” Weaver offered. Midas simply 
nodded. 

“Thanks.” Nomad rubbed his eyes. “Hell of a night. How are our guests 
doing?” He looked over and saw that the scientists had taken advantage of 
the stop to slump to the ground. Carpenter and Stanton’s heads bobbed low 
as they fought off the edge of sleep. Crotty was more alert, but even she 
looked utterly drained. 

“I think theyre about done, Major.” Midas’s assessment was to the 
point. “If we press on to the boat, I dont know if they'll make it. Here, on 
the other hand, maybe Erubiel will let us stay for a couple of hours.” 

“You did save his kid,” Holt pointed out. 

“It’s more than that,” Midas responded quietly. “But that’s my 
suggestion. It’s your call.” 


“They did pull back,” Weaver rumbled. “Maybe we dont need to push 
quite so hard for a little bit. Besides, you walk any of those hostages to 
death, the Old Man’s going to be pissed.” 

“All right,” Nomad said. “We hoof it into the village and hunker down 
for a couple of hours. Then we move again, make the final push. You got 
that?” 

Midas, he noticed, wasn't paying attention. Instead, he was looking out 
into the jungle, off in the direction of the road the soldiers had preferred. 

“What have you got, Midas?” Nomad followed Midas’s eyes but saw 
nothing. 

“Not sure,” he said. “But something doesn't feel right. I thought ]—” 
He trailed off, shaking his head. “We'd better move. PI get them up.” He 
walked back to where the three scientists were sitting and helped them to 
their feet. Just ahead, the buildings of the village were visible through the 
last curtains of undergrowth. 

“What do you think?” Nomad asked Weaver. 

“I trust the kid’s instincts,” Weaver responded. “But I dont want to sit 
here and wait to see what he was right about. C’mon.” 
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They heard the sound before they saw anything. 

Trucks. 

Midas smacked himself on the side of the head in frustration. “Now we 
know why they broke off pursuit. They knew where we were going. They 
just doubled back and loaded up.” 

“We've got basically zero time. Holt, take the hostages. Get them under 
cover.” Nomad pulled out the pistols he'd taken off the dead men in the tent 
at the camp. “And give them these.” 

He tossed Holt the guns. “Why me?” Holt asked plaintively as he 
caught them. 

“Because the locals like you. And because you're out of frags. Now go!” 

Holt opened his mouth to respond, realized he had nothing, and instead 
turned to the hostages. “Okay, people, youre gonna come with me.” 
Wearily, Crotty got to her feet, her assistants following, even as the sound 


of truck engines got louder. “And youre gonna do it fast.” He started 
hustling them off to the far side of the compound, holding up Stanton as he 
nearly slipped and fell. 

“All right. Midas, get Erubiel and his people up. ‘They can fight or they 
can run, I dont care which. I just dont want them caught in their beds 
when those assholes arrive.” 

Midas turned to run, stopped and looked back. “What are we doing?” 

Nomad stared at him. “We could maybe make it to the river, maybe not. 
Even if we did, we'd be sitting ducks out on the water. And that’s assuming 
we'd get Crotty and her people that far. No, only one choice. We fight.” 

“All right.” Midas sprinted towards the headman’s house, his body 
language indecipherable. 

Weaver watched him run, then cocked his head. “You sure this isn’t just 
an excuse to watch those assholes come round the bend and get a face full of 
truck? Cause don't think I forgot about that.” 

Nomad gave a tired laugh. “I confess, I wouldn't mind seeing that up 
close.” He started moving toward where the road vanished under the trees. 
Weaver followed him at speed. 

They got there just ahead of the enemy convoy, which consisted of two 
pickups loaded with fighters barreling down the road at unsafe speeds. 
Without speaking, Weaver vanished into the brush on the right side of the 
road, while Nomad went left. ‘The trucks were picking up speed in the home 
stretch, horns blaring as they roared in for the kill. Some of the soldiers 
were already firing into the air or taking long-range potshots toward the 
village. The loud SPANG of bullets hitting corrugated metal echoed back 
under the trees. 

“Major. Hostages are secured in the jungle out the other side of the 
village. Request permission to get my ass back over there and join in the 
ruckus?” 

“Negative. Stay with the civilians. Will revise if—” 

“Here they come,” interrupted Weaver, and things got loud in a hurry. 

The first truck came screeching around the turn, tires barely gripping, 
and then slammed full force into the damaged truck placed across the road. 
There was a sickening crunch and the sound of shattering glass, and soldiers 
crying out as they were thrown out of the back of the truck. The driver 


didnt hear them; he and the soldier riding shotgun were dead already, 
chests crushed by the impact. 

The second vehicle didn’t have time to slow down before it plowed into 
the back of the first one right at the bend of the curve. Instead of flattening 
out into the obstruction, the second truck slewed right, its back end sliding 
off the road. It kept skidding until it found a tree to broadside, at which 
point the chassis bent like a pretzel. More soldiers went flying. Others 
ducked down into the truck bed and held on, taking the brunt of the shock 
when the truck hit the tree. 

And then, their tripwires thoroughly pulled by the trucks, the grenades 
Nomad had so carefully placed went off. 

The soldiers from the second truck didn't stand a chance. Shrapnel 
ripped through them, punching through the truck's side panel and wreaking 
carnage on the men still within. The men in the first truck whod been 
thrown sufficiently wide caught some of the blasts as well, going down like 
wheat in a hailstorm. The cab of the second truck shielded a few of the men 
still groggily trying to crawl out of the bed of the first, but most of their 
comrades were already down. To make matters worse, a hole had been 
punched in the second truck’s fuel tank, and was now leaking diesel all over 
the road. 

“Weaver!” Nomad barked. “Before they pull it together!” 

Weaver was already firing, dropping the survivors where they stood. 
One managed to get a couple of rounds off before Nomad dropped him, 
and then it was suddenly quiet. Nomad carefully stepped through the 
carnage, Weaver covering him as he looked for survivors playing possum. 

None of them were. 

“Shit,” Weaver said, “this cannot possibly be it.” 

“Looks like it is, though. This is going to be one for the record books.” 
He opened the cab of the second truck long enough to make sure the two 
men in there were both definitely dead, and then backed away. Only the 
slow gurgle of fuel leaking onto the road disturbed the sudden stillness. 

“Where the hell is Midas?” Nomad asked, not particularly anticipating 
an answer. “Midas, this is Nomad. Give me a sitrep, over?” 

There was nothing. Nomad turned to Weaver. “That’s not good.” 

Weaver nodded in agreement. “Not good at all. And—oh, damn.” 


Another sound was tearing through the early morning quiet, the roar of 
another engine revved and coming hell for leather. 

“I knew that wasn’t it,” Weaver said quietly, and then the truck swerved 
into view. Like the others, it was a modified Toyota pickup, packed with 
armed men. Unlike the others, it had a man standing in the back, the 
distinctive shape of an RPG-7 clearly visible at his shoulder. 

Nomad was suddenly acutely aware of the diesel puddling around his 
boots. “RPG! Take cover!” he said, and dove into the brush just as the 
soldier in the pickup fired. 

The projectile corkscrewed in, slamming into the back of the second 
truck where it lay pinned against the tree. A vicious explosion split the air, 
with the shriek of torn metal singing counterpoint. Then the fuel caught, 
and a pillar of flame shot upward with a deafening roar. Suddenly detached 
doors and tires went flying, carving swaths of destruction as they plowed 
through the jungle. 

Nomad hugged the ground as a sheet of flaming hot metal flew 
overhead, burying itself six inches deep in the tree trunk behind him. He'd 
dodged the first explosion, but the second had picked him up and slammed 
him into the dirt with feeling. 

Groggily, he struggled to get up. “Weaver? Can you hear me?” he 
whispered, and got only silence back. He went to tap his mic and realized it 
was gone. The blast had torn the helmet right off his head, and his earpiece 
and mic with it. 

Already, the third truck was pulling up and disgorging soldiers. They 
moved quickly and professionally, fanning out into the jungle in twos. Far 
too many to take on solo. Far too many even with Weaver's help. But with 
his comms gone, Weaver might as well have been on the moon, to say 
nothing of Midas and Holt. 

Nomad crawled back towards the village. There was a shout of triumph 
behind him, and then a rap of metal on hard ceramic that told him 
someone had found his headgear. No way could that be allowed to stay in 
enemy hands, Nomad told himself. Had to get it back, assuming he 
survived. 

And then there was Holt, with the hostages. Falling too far back would 
potentially lead the fight right to them. Pulling the enemy’s attention away 
from the village, however—and it was strange how quiet the village was, he 


realized—might buy enough time for Holt to get the hostages down to the 
boat and back into friendly territory. 

There was a burst of fire from the other side of the road, then some 
shouted discussion and a wet thump. Nomad edged right, slowly easing to 
his feet behind the cover of a thick, vine-covered tree trunk. A line of 
enemy soldiers was moving toward him, weapons ready. 

He leaned out from behind the tree and opened fire. 
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Weaver was already running before Nomad said a word. The blast from the 
rocket launcher staggered him; the one from the fuel tank going up flung 
him ten feet along the jungle floor. He skidded to a stop. “Nomad? Do you 
copy?” 

There was no answer. 

“Shit.” He pulled himself up off the ground, keeping low, and ducked 
behind a fallen log half-absorbed by an ornate collection of shelf fungi. 
Through the trees, he could see enemy soldiers moving purposefully off the 
road. They were in no hurry; they had numbers on their side, and they had a 
good read on what they were up against. 

As Weaver watched, a soldier stooped, disarmed one of Nomad’s 
remaining booby traps and kept moving with his sweep. If they kept 
moving, sooner or later they'd flush him out from under cover or out of the 
jungle into the village, at which point he'd get lit up. So the only option was 
go wide. 

Staying low, he sidestepped left, following the log as long as he could. 
From its jagged base he crawled over behind another tree, then another. A 
quick look up told him that the searchers were advancing. ‘There was a rustle 
in the leaves back toward the road, and three of the soldiers opened fire. 
Something shrieked, and then the soldier whod disarmed the trap stepped 
forward to poke at the target. He came away a minute later with a mass of 
bloody fur in his hand, some sort of rodent caught in the wrong place at the 
wrong time, but evidence that the soldiers had hair triggers and very good 
aim. 


The soldiers kept walking, and Weaver kept sidling left. They were close 
now, moving almost parallel to him. He edged farther back, pressing 
himself into the dirt. Something crawled onto his face and up his cheek. He 
held still, praying it wasn’t poisonous, that it wouldn't bite, that it didn't 
have friends. 

It paused, just below his left eye, and then started moving again. 

Weaver held still. Hed been trained for moments like this. No 
movement, no reaction, no giving in to the urge to just quickly reach up and 
swipe the damn thing off his face. Nothing that could spoil the shot. 

Except this time, he'd be on the receiving end. 

Weaver could hear the soldiers’ voices now, chattering back and forth. 
Hed picked up enough Spanish to know what they were talking about, 
chatter about finding and killing whoever had hit the camp, and then taking 
any remaining frustration out on the village. They weren't in a hurry, either. 
They had enough time to do the job right. 

The insect moved again. Weaver thought about all the crap hed been 
giving Holt about the local wildlife and silently told himself that this was 
karma, and the best way to pay it off was to just sit there and take it as the 
soldiers walked past. 

They walked past, and they kept walking. 

Weaver let out a tiny sigh of relief. He let them get ten yards past him, 
then began sliding parallel to the road, away from the village. The enemy 
kept moving, a row of backs fading into the jungle as he made his way 
behind them. A little more time, and he could set up in a good spot, either 
to start picking off hostiles and turning their fire inward on their own 
position, or, if there was no hope for it and the rest of the squad were dead, 
to prep for a run down to the river and the boat. 

Suddenly, there was a sound of gunfire from the other side of the road. 
He knew that sound, he'd heard it in Donetsk and a dozen other places. 
Nomad’s weapon. 

There was shouting and the sound of returning fire. 

“I do not approve of any of this,” Weaver said for emphasis, and flicked 
the ant off his face. And then he started firing. 
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“What’s going on?” Crotty asked as the sounds of metal meeting metal at 
too high a rate of speed cut through the morning quiet. Holt held up a 
hand for silence as gunfire and a series of explosions followed. 

“That’s the Major taking care of business. We’re gonna stay right here 
and keep our heads down until the bullets stop flying. You got that?” Holt’s 
head was on a swivel, constantly looking from the jungle to the civilians in 
his care to the impenetrable jungle on the other side of the village where 
something was going down. 

She nodded. “Are you sure this spot’s safe?” 

Holt had taken them clear through the village and out the other side, 
into the jungle he'd cut through earlier. There was a hollow he'd seen on his 
way in, and hed tucked them down in it before pulling down some 
branches to provide additional visual cover. Not for the first time, he wished 
he had the experimental reactive camo he'd heard DARPA was working on. 
He'd read about it, but the tech was years away. At the moment, the effect 
faded if you moved too fast, and the power unit on the gear tended to 
overheat and catch fire at inopportune moments. 

But right now, if he could get his hands on one and drape it over his 
little cadre, he'd gladly take the risk. 

There was more gunfire, the big boom of Weaver’s gun mixing with the 
anxious chatter of Russian-made automatic weaponry. Then everything fell 
silent. 

“You think it’s over?” Stanton asked. “Are we safe?” 

Holt didn’t answer, making a shushing gesture with his hand instead. 
No way the fight was over that fast, his gut told him. Something wasn't 
sitting right. He could hear Weaver and Midas chatting over the comms, 
commenting on what had just gone down. 

Then, suddenly, two words: “Take cover!” 

He reached out and grabbed the civilians, then pulled them down as he 
hugged the dirt. “Down!” he shouted, even as a massive explosion rocked 
the clearing. An instant later, a second one followed as a pillar of fire blasted 
its way up through the trees. Weaver was shouting something on the 
comms and Nomad wasn’t answering, and suddenly the sound of gunfire 
was everywhere again. 

Crotty peeked up from the dirt. “What’s happening?” 


Holt made a decision. 


“Here,” he said, handing her the pistols Nomad had given him. “Do you 
know how to use one of these?” 

She took the guns, examined them, and then nodded. “You don't last 
long out here if you don’t know how to shoot.” 

“Good. Anyone wearing a uniform who’s not me or one of my buddies 
comes near you, you shoot. Don't shoot unless you have to. Hiding’s still 
your best bet.” Holt looked toward the fire, where the sounds of shooting 
had intensified. 

“You're leaving us here.” It wasn’t a question. 

“Briefly,” he said, and then he was up and over and moving toward the 


fight. 
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Nomad dropped two men before the enemy could return fire, then ran in a 
zigzag away from the road and the village. The soldiers reactions were 
efficient; they dropped to cover and returned fire. Bullets slammed into trees 
and punched holes in leaves. 

Nomad took cover behind a tree trunk not really big enough for the job, 
then leaned out and fired toward the road. Heads that had popped up 
ducked back down, but not for long, and a withering hail of fire slammed 
Nomad’s position as a handful of the enemy soldiers advanced. 

He felt at his belt for his last grenade; smoke, not frag. Under the 
circumstances, it would do. Pulling the pin, he tossed it into the 
undergrowth ahead of the leading enemy elements. It immediately started 
spewing a cloud of thick white haze. More firing came through the cloud, 
but it was wild now, and coughing and shouting were mixed in with the 
reports. 

Nomad crouched and ran, targeting a collapsed tangle of trees that had 
fallen onto one another. Vines had snaked up around the entire edifice, 
giving it the look of a vague, shambling human shape. He'd almost reached 
it when the first of the enemy soldiers emerged from the smoke. Nomad 
stopped, turned, and fired, dropping the man as more of his allies emerged, 
stumbling into the clean air. More movement on the right told him that 
they were moving to flank the smoke as well, converging on his location. 


Bullets ripped through the vines as he ducked behind them, then more 
nearly took his ear off as he leaned out to spray at the flankers on his right. 

More gunfire broke out on the other side of the road. A couple of the 
soldiers on Nomad’s left paused to look back for a second, which gave him 
an opening. One went down, another took a bullet in the arm, and then 
Nomad was off again, sprinting through the trees in a long circle. 
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“What’s going on?” Stanton asked. “Why did he leave us here?” 

“Hush,” Crotty said, and tossed Carpenter one of the pistols. She 
caught it expertly, pulled back the slide, and popped the clip. 

“Eight shots left,” she said. “If something happens, its going to be a 
short fight.” 

“Tm praying for no fight,” Crotty said, and peered over the top of the 
hollow. She could see Holt sprinting from building to building, working his 
way toward the confused sounds of combat. “But if something goes down, 
fire them all.” 

Carpenter nodded. Stanton froze, then turned toward the deeper jungle. 
“What was that?” 

“What was what?” Carpenter popped the clip back in. “I didn’t hear 
anything.” 

“I swear, I heard something moving.” He paused. “There it is again! 
Over there!” 

He pointed. Crotty strained to look but saw nothing. “I’m sorry,” she 
said. “I don't see any—” 

At which point someone pressed the muzzle of a gun into the back of 
her neck. 

She raised her hands slowly, nodding at Carpenter to do the same. A 
soft prod from the gun, and she dropped the pistol on the ground. 

Figures were coming out of the green now, men and women with a 
motley assortment of firearms and machetes. And in the middle of them, 
the soldier shed heard called Midas, standing next to an older man she 
assumed was the chief of the village. Midas pointed to her, then turned to 


the chief and said something softly. The chief nodded, and then the pressure 
at the back of her neck was gone. 

“Tm sorry about that,” Midas said, as he moved over to the hollow. 
“These people are not inclined to take chances with strangers right now.” 

“I can see that,” Crotty said dryly, and rubbed the spot where the gun 
had been pressed against her. “This is their village?” 

Midas nodded. “They knew the soldiers were coming, so they fell back 
to the jungle, hoping to avoid a fight.” He cocked his head towards the 
sounds of gunfire. “I don't think they’re going to avoid it anymore.” 

“Your man with the sunglasses, he went running into that.” 

“Then I think the Major will have a talk with him about following 
orders. Now stay down and keep quiet; for your sake.” Then he was gone, 
along with the villagers, moving in a silent wave toward the fight. 


x k k 


The soldier Weaver had targeted fell, arms spasming. It took a second for 
his partner to register what had happened, and that was long enough for 
another round to catch him center mass. He went over, the reflexive squeeze 
of the trigger as he died sending his allies ducking for cover. Weaver shifted 
back and left, closer to the road, then turned his aim on the road. The 
flames had died down somewhat on the second truck, but it was still 
burning merrily. Next to it, the one it had crashed into was torn up and 
burning as well. 

But the vehicle theyd dragged across the road, while partially 
obstructed, was still in one piece. Weaver mentally estimated where the fuel 
tank might be on a truck like that, adjusted his aim, and made sure he had a 
tracer round in the chamber. Then, he fired. 

The round punched into the side of the truck and burrowed deep into 
its guts. An instant later, a flame licked up underneath the chassis, and the 
entire vehicle was suddenly wreathed in flames. ‘The soldiers nearest the 
road stumbled back. ‘The ones farther into the jungle kept coming. Weaver 
squeezed off another round, then fell back. They were concentrating fire on 
him now, closing in. More fire came from the road, as the soldiers stationed 
there opened up, catching him in a crossfire. Bullets stitched a line in a tree 


next to him, spraying him with sawdust and splinters. There were too many. 
Options were closing down. In desperation, he cut toward the road. ‘The fire 
from the jungle trailed off, the soldiers afraid of hitting their own, but now 
the soldiers in the muddy track had a bead on him, as more bullets spat 
through the trees. Then he was out of the woods and onto the road, firing as 
he moved. He could hear hostiles moving around both sides of the truck, so 
he threw himself up over the side and into the bed. The move caught one of 
the soldiers coming around the other way by surprise, and Weaver slammed 
the butt of his rifle into the side of the mans head. He went over, and 
Weaver went out the other side of the truck and kept running. 

The soldiers from his side of the road, illuminated by new flames, 


followed. 


x k Ok 


By the time Holt reached the tree line, the sounds of the fight had moved 
deeper into the jungle. The flames of the burning truck silhouetted soldiers 
running and firing, with only occasional sounds of return fire to provide 
counterpoint. “Weaver! Nomad! Do you copy?” 

“Running like hell,” Weaver answered. “Nomads alive but 
incommunicado, over! Where the hell are you?” 

“Inbound!” 


He sprinted into the jungle. 


xX k k 


Nomad could hear the firing moving toward him, even as he moved away. 
His pursuers were more cautious now but just as dogged, and the last time 
he'd stopped to fire he'd nearly had his head taken off. But at least they were 
following him, away from the village and the hostages. And they hadn't 
caught him yet. 

More gunfire sounded to the rear of the pursuit, followed by heavy 
return fire. What it meant, he had no idea, but it bought him another 
couple seconds of distraction to put more distance between himself and the 
nearest hostile. The ground sloped upward here, slowing him slightly, and 


then more rounds slammed into the dirt near his feet. He slipped, 
stumbled, kept going. 

Ahead of him, a figure loomed out of the foliage. The man raised his 
weapon, a battle-scarred AK, and fired. 


x k k 


The best thing he could do, Holt decided, was listen to the sound of pursuit 
and then follow it. Now that he was under the canopy, the jungle muted 
some of the sounds of gunfire, but there was too much of it for even the 
densest foliage to diffuse. Having a cloud of what was obviously popped 
smoke drifting slowly toward him didn’t hurt, either. He put his head down 
and ran. There was movement ahead, soldiers popping briefly into view as 
they fell back from the smoke. Good enough, Holt decided, and opened 
fire. 


x k Ok 


From a distance, Holt saw Nomad go down. 

“Weaver! Midas! Nomad’s hit! Moving to assist!” 

“I see you, Holt,” Weaver chimed in. “Headed the same way! Midas, 
where are you?” 

Midas’s answer was lost to Holt as a wave of blistering fire rolled 
downhill from the soldiers whod closed on Nomad. He threw himself 
down as the bullets scythed through where hed been standing a second 
before. Rolling to his right, he tossed out a sensor with his off hand. It 
bounced twice on the hill, hesitated, and then flared to life. 

What it showed wasnt pretty. The soldiers were coming back downhill, 
and they'd gotten reinforcements. Two of them were crouched over the 
crumpled blue figure of Nomad, doing what, it wasn't clear. On the far left, 
he could see Weaver, moving at a dead run. But the real issue was the wall 
of yellow headed his way. A track of bullets pocked the ground to his left, 
and Holt scrambled back. From his knees, he squeezed off a few rounds, 
then flung himself behind a tree as the ground exploded from well-placed 
fire. One of the yellow figures dropped as Weaver yelled “Target down!” But 


the rest kept coming. He peeked around the tree and nearly got his head 
taken off by a burst of enemy fire for his trouble. 

“Weaver! What are they doing with Nomad?” 

“Looks like they’re picking him up. I’m guessing he’s alive!” 

“We've got to get him back!” “I’m open to suggestions!” 

A grenade hit the ground ahead of Holts position and bounced 
downhill toward him. 

“Grenade!” He dropped and rolled downhill away from it, hoping he’d 
angled right and that shrapnel would pass over him. Otherwise, it was too 
close and he was going to get turned into human linguini. 

The blast went off, sending Holt sprawling. A glance behind him told 
him that the tree he'd used for cover had nearly been severed at the base, 
but on the bright side, the hostiles had temporarily paused their advance, 
ducking down behind cover as they let the grenade do their dirty work for 
them. But even as he watched, they rose and started sweeping methodically 
toward him. 

“Weaver? You okay?” 

“Yeah, out of blast range. They're definitely moving Nomad. I’m hearing 
another truck engine—shit, we've got to end this fast!” 

“Tm trying, Im trying.” He turned, popped up, and fired toward the 
enemy. One of the yellow shapes on his HUD folded up and went down, 
but the others closed rank and poured fire on his position. “They’re 
extending their flank, trying to cut me off from the village.” He could see 
enemy soldiers now moving to his right, spreading out and then 
disappearing as they moved out of sensor range. “They’re in the weeds.” 

“Fall back toward the road. Im going to try to— sonofabitch!” The 
sounds of heavy fire came through, in real life and echoing over Weaver's 
comms. “I’m pinned down. Can't get to Nomad! Midas, wherever the hell 
you are, now would be a good time!” 

In response, there was a series of gunshots from Holt’s right. Enemy 
soldiers went down in a wave as Midas burst into view. With him was 
Erubiel, grim-faced and firing a captured AK expertly. As the soldiers 
turned to face the new threat, Holt saw his opportunity, rising and pouring 
fire on them. 

Caught in the crossfire, the soldiers fell back or simply fell. Midas and 
the villagers swept forward as Holt pivoted and headed for Weaver. Already 


he could see the soldiers who'd been pinning the sniper down falling back, 
abandoning the fight in favor of retreating into the jungle and self- 
preservation. 

“You good, Weaver?” 

“Couple close calls, but yeah. Truck engine’s fading. They’ve already 
pulled out with Nomad. Midas, don’t over-extend!” 

“These people know what theyre doing, Weaver,” came the reply. 
“Going to push them back, but nobody’s running into an ambush.” 

“Roger that.” Weaver sounded tired, the adrenaline of the fight already 
starting to fade. “Holt, form up on me. We’ll link up and put a bow on 
this?” 

“Roger that. On my way.” 
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CHAPTER 11 


The fire had mostly sputtered out by the time the last shots were fired, the 
sheer dampness of the forest keeping it from spreading. Bodies of the dead 
were neatly laid out, the soldiers stripped of anything useful by villagers 
already thinking ahead to the next possible confrontation. Holt had 
vanished briefly to check on the hostages, who were shaken but determined. 
With Midas’s help, hed gotten them a place to lie down and rest in one of 
the remaining houses, while he and the remaining Ghosts gathered to pick 
through the wreckage and plan their next move. 

“So do we go after him?” Holt asked, peering toward the trucks in 
hopes of seeing something intact in one of the cabs. All that met his gaze 
was blackened metal and melted plastic. Nothing had survived. 

“Negative. We get the packages out of here and into Protasio’s hands. 
Then we go after him.” 

“That’s cold, Weaver.” Holt’s tone stopped somewhere just short of 
disapproving. “I thought you and he were tight.” 


“We were. We are. And he'd do the same thing if it were me, and you 
would, too, if you thought about it. We have a job to do and we do it. 
Period.” 

Midas looked up from picking through the brush on the side of the 
road. “Should we call OVERLORD? See if we can get some backup?” 

“We'll call him,” Weaver answered. “But were not getting backup. Not 
while there’s a job to do.” 

Midas didn't answer, instead stooping to the ground and picking 
something up. He turned and the other two saw immediately what it was: 
Nomad’s helmet. “Holt, do you think you can do something with this?” 

“Yeah.” He walked over and took it from Midas’s hands. “Looks like it 
took a direct punch to some of the more sensitive systems. Pll see what I 
can salvage. When it’s time,” he added defiantly. 

“When it’s time,” Weaver echoed. “Hell, I don't like this any better than 
you two do. But what we’ve got to do, that’s clear.” 

“Yeah.” Holt sounded deflated. He stooped to pick up a half-melted 
blob of plastic, then tossed it aside. “So what’s the plan?” 

“Stay here till nightfall, if Erubiel will let us. Rest up, reload, then get 
the hostages downriver and into good hands. Nomad didn’t like being on 
the river during the day, and he wasnt wrong. I’m guessing they've got 
heavier craft on the water than our little old thing.” 

“Do we really want to wait that long?” 

“No, Holt, we dont. But I’m not seeing a better option.” Weaver 
stopped and looked around. For an instant, he wondered how long it would 
take for the jungle to forget what had happened there today. How long for 
the vines to crawl over and pull apart the wreckage, for the scavengers to 
devour the bodies, and the green to cover up the blast scars and burned 
patches. Not long at all, he decided, which was the best news he'd heard all 
damn day. 

“Right. All of Nomad’s booby traps are disarmed. Nothing left out here 
to surprise Erubiel’s people. Let’s head in.” 

“Yeah.” They turned and started the walk back to the village. As they 
crossed the bridge, Holt nudged Midas. “Hey, was it just me or did these 
guys fight a lot smarter here than they did at the camp? Much more 
organized than the jamokes down on the river, too.” 


Midas nodded. “It’s something to think about when we go back for the 
second package.” 

“You don't think they’re coming back here?” Weaver interjected. 

Midas shook his head. “They've got Nomad. That’s going to take some 
of their attention. Besides, I think we hurt them badly enough that it would 
take awhile to pull together another op.” 

“Not to mention the fact that nothing’s getting through that road 
without help from God almighty or a bunch of HE,” Holt added. “Midas’s 
right. Nobody’s coming back for a while.” 

Weaver stooped and picked a metal shard off the ground. It was still 
warm, and he tossed it backhand into the woods. “Hello. How'd you get 
this far.” He shook his head. “So much for go in, get out, keep it quiet.” 

“T think that plan was dead in the water the moment the Old Man told 
us there were two exfils,” Midas said, his tone serious. 

Then they were out from under the trees and walking into the village. 
He turned to the other two. “Tm going to ask Erubiel if there’s a place we 
can get some food and some sleep for a couple of hours. Then we’ll be on 
our way and he won't have to worry about us anymore.” He looked around. 
“They've got funeral business to attend to in any case, and we should 
probably let them take care of their own without us in the way.” 

“Could have said that a long time ago,” Holt answered, but it was under 
his breath and looking away. Then, louder, “I gotta say, Master Sergeant, 
youre taking this awful well.” Holt’s words were light but his expression was 
sour. 

“How do you mean?” Weaver’s tone was guarded. 

“I mean Nomad’s in enemy hands, and I know the two of you are tight, 
but you're talking like nothing happened.” Midas tried to step in, but Holt 
waved him off and kept going. “That’s either cool or cold, and for the life of 
me I can't figure out which.” 

Weaver stopped and turned. “Listen very carefully, because I will say 
this once and once only. Nomad and I go way, way back. We’ve pulled each 
other’s asses out of the fire more times than I can count. You dont know the 
shit we've been through together, and you do not want to know. And right 
now, my first instinct is to go right after the sons of bitches who have him 
and bring him back, just like I know that would be his first instinct if it was 
me that got grabbed. 


“But my first thought is that we do the mission, because that is who we 
are and what we do. We are Ghosts, and that means something. We drop 
the mission, even to get one of our own back, we lose what makes us 
special. And if it were Nomad standing here now, he'd be telling you the 
exact same thing. 

“So here’s the news: we are going to finish the mission. We are going to 
get those other civilians back. And then, with or without the Old Man’s 
blessing, we going to get in the saddle, go back in-country, and pull our 
man—my friend—out. And God help anyone who gets in our way. But 
only after we finish the mission. Am I understood?” 

Holt blinked, twice, and said nothing. Midas interrupted the silence, 
assuring Weaver that he and Holt did indeed understand and that the 
mission of course came first. 

“Good,” Weaver growled. “We’ll get him back, trust me on this one. It’s 
just not the time right now.” 

He looked around. “And the sooner we take care of the mission, the 
sooner we get to bring Nomad home.” 

And with that Weaver stalked away, leaving Holt shaking his head in 


the sniper’s wake. 


x k k 


Midas and Weaver walked into the longhouse in the center of the village, 
which had clearly been made up for impromptu company. Holt was already 
inside, with the three former hostages sacked out on thin mattresses at his 
feet. A couple more lay empty, waiting for occupants. 

Holt held Nomad’s helmet and was tsk-tsking over it as he assessed the 
damage. “Don't know what exactly he did to this, but it’s going to be a bitch 
to fix,” he said as he looked up. “I don’t suppose anyone brought a spare?” 

“Negative. I’m just glad that when that thing popped loose, it didn't take 
his head with it.” The edge to Weaver’s voice belied the light words, as he 
dropped down onto one of the empty mattresses and stretched out. “Wake 
me up in a couple of hours so I can call the Old Man and you can get some 
shut-eye, too.” 


“Will do.” He examined the helmet again, lips pursed. “I don’t suppose 
youve got a soldering iron, pliers, and some industrial grade epoxy on you?” 
But Weaver was already out. Holt grinned. “Didn't think so.” 


* k Ok 


A soft buzzing woke Weaver. He checked his wrist readout. 1200 hours. 
Half an hour till the communications bird was overhead. 

He sat up. Holt was gently snoring in his chair, the guts of Nomad’s 
helmet spilled out in his lap. Crotty and her people were dead to the world, 
curled up on their mattresses. Midas stood by the door, relaxed but ready. 
When he saw Weaver move, he nodded. 

Weaver yawned. “I need to go put that call into the Old Man. When I 
get back, your turn to check for light leaks.” He glanced at Holt. “Don't 
wake him up. He’s had a rough day.” 

Midas nodded again, smiling faintly, and then stepped aside to let 
Weaver out. 

He headed down to the river, moving carefully. Just his luck, he 
thought, to find the one hostile who'd zagged instead of zigged and ended 
up on the wrong side of the village. 

But nothing crossed his path, and he reached the boat in plenty of time. 
Cautiously, he pulled the branches aside, keeping an eye out for snakes, but 
anything that had moved decided he wasn’t worth the bother, and he was 
able to pull the Harris rig out without too much trouble. 

At 1230, his earpiece buzzed again. Showtime. 

“OVERLORD, this is BLUECAT. Do you copy?” 

For a moment, there was nothing but silence. Then Mitchell’s voice 
came through, loud and clear. “BLUECAT, this is OVERLORD. I hear 
you loud and clear. What’s your status?” And then a moment later. 
“Weaver? Where’s Nomad?” 

“Status is shitty. Made our first three catches, but weve got a man 
overboard.” He thought for a second. “We've got the packages in a secure 
location. All three are a little the worse for wear, but healthy. Going to be 
taking them down river tonight. If you can warn PESCADOR we're 


coming, that'll be a big help, because I’ve got no idea what the hell is 
waiting for us at the border.” 

“Copy that. What’s Nomad’s status?” 

“In enemy hands, presumably wounded.” Quickly, Weaver filled 
Mitchell in on the fight at the village. “He was pulling the pursuit away 
from the civilians when he got taken down.” He hesitated. “I am assuming 
that we are greenlit to continue the mission and to attempt an extraction?” 

Mitchell’s voice was full of frustration. “Weaver, mission first.” 

“We don't leave our own behind, sir.” 

“We're not going to. But unless a miracle falls in your lap, you have no 
idea where the hell they’ve taken him. They’ve got at least half a day’s head 
start, they've got vehicles, and you're going to lose at least another twelve 
hours delivering Crotty and her crew. On the other hand, we have solid 
intel on Kwan and Messina, and they will remain your priority.” 

“Understood, Colonel.” Something splashed out in the river. He turned 
to look and was rewarded with a glimpse of a huge arapaima sinking back 
into the depths. “Well, PI be,” he muttered. 

“Weaver?” 

“Sorry, sir. Thought I saw something.” He coughed once and asked, 
delicately, “I know we can't scrub the mission, even down a man, but I don't 
suppose there’s any chance of backup? Hell, at this point, Id even take 
Stone.” 

“Stone’s spoken for. That’s part of the equation that landed the team in 
this mess, Weaver. I wish I could give you all the help in the world, but my 
pockets are empty.” His frustration was increasingly palpable. “At least I 
have a little good news for you. Sage and Joker are both recovering nicely. 
Pll send them your best.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

“Anything else?” Already the transmission was sounding fried around 
the edges, the signal failing as the satellite continued on its path. 

“No, sir. Letting the team get some shut-eye, and then we'll be moving 
by last light. Will check in tomorrow to confirm handoff.” 

“Roger that. Good luck, Weaver. OVERLORD out.” 

Weaver sat on the riverbank for another few minutes, watching the 
waters roll by. No more fish broke the surface. The one hed seen had been a 
real monster, about six feet long and thick as a tree trunk. Ones that big 


were rare as hell, he knew; overfishing by sport anglers looking to mount 
the most impressive trophy they could find had scrubbed the big ones out. 
But he'd seen one, one that maybe wasn't even supposed to be here, and it 
had shown itself to him and gone on its way. 

“Maybe it’s a sign,” he said to himself, as he got up and headed back in. 
“Or maybe you're big enough to just not give a damn.” 
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CHAPTER 12 


Nomad awoke in the back of a truck, his shoulder throbbing and sticky with 
blood. He was on the floor of the bed, surrounded by unhappy-looking 
soldiers of the Amazonas Free State, and they were making good time in 
what he suspected was the wrong direction. 

A quick check of his person told him what he already presumed. No 
gun, no gear, no nothing. They hadn't tied him up, possibly because they 
didnt think hed wake up and possibly because they figured they had 
enough numbers to keep him in line. Either seemed like a reasonable 
assumption. Ihe wound in his shoulder throbbed. ‘The round clearly hadn't 
hit anything major, or hed have bled out, but the field dressing was sloppy. 
Blood was still leaking out, and he was pretty sure that if he lasted long 
enough, there'd be some kind of infection to manage. 

One of the soldiers saw him move and, without getting up, kicked him 
in the ribs. Nomad inhaled sharply, which alerted others to his new status. 
There was a soft click, and he opened his eyes to see a Browning HP in his 
face. The man holding it was older, thin, wiry, and bald, and he said 


something very softly to the other men in the truck bed. One of them 
responded with something Nomad was pretty sure translated to “No, we 
need him alive.” 

The older man hesitated a minute, then drew back the pistol. “Con 
vida,” he said. “Pero nadie dijo sano y salvo.” 

The men in the back of the truck nodded. Nomad tried to throw himself 
over the side, but strong hands restrained him, and then they went to work. 


x k k 


Night had crept most of the way in by the time the team made its way 
down to the river. 

Weaver had gone well ahead of the other two, both to prep their 
transportation and, as he put it, to get the hell away from everyone else. 
Hed finished clearing out foliage covering the boat, not to mention the 
wildlife hed missed previously, and had the engine quietly rumbling when 
the rest of the squad arrived, along with Crotty and her team. She stepped 
onboard with aplomb, leaving her assistants to scramble after. 

“Erubiel knows we’re not coming back?” Holt asked Midas, as the two 
pushed the boat away from shore and then leaped in. 

“As much as he thinks you're the funniest thing ever, I think he’s happier 
that way,” Midas said. “I dont disagree with him. You can try and step 
lightly, but you always leave a bigger footprint than you imagined.” 

Holt looked back toward the village, hidden behind walls of thick green, 
thinking about flames and bodies on the ground. “I think I know what you 
mean.” 

The boat shook as he leapt in, causing the researchers to grab wildly for 
handholds. “Easy, folks,” Weaver told them. “Just relax, she’s not tipping 
over. Were going to try to get downriver so we can hand you off to the 
Brazilian authorities, and they'll get you home. If we're lucky, it'll be a quick 
trip. If we're not, we’re gonna tell you to get down, at which point you duck 
under the benches and do not get up or make a sound until we tell you to.” 
He throttled the engine, and the boat swung away from the bank and into 
the current. “Oh, and please keep your hands and feet inside the damn boat 


at all times, because I would hate like hell to have to explain to the State 
Department that we rescued you, but then you got yourself eaten.” 

“T think we can handle that,” Crotty said, amused. “Anything else, or are 
we set?” 

“Food and water’s in the locker over there, if you want anything. You 
need to hit the can, youre on your own.” 

With that, the boat fully joined the main current and started picking up 
speed. 

The river was still high, thick with the detritus of the storm on the way 
in, but moving downstream instead of up removed some of the danger of 
careening flotsam. Low clouds scudded across the sky, reducing the moon 
to a faint blob. The trees rose on either side, an impenetrable wall of darker 
black against the night, more than sufficient incentive for Weaver to keep to 
the center of the channel. Bats dipped and darted and shrieked, feeding off 
the clouds of insects that swarmed over the water’s surface. 

Weaver joined Midas at the back of the boat, while Holt carved out a 
little space to continue working on the broken helmet. “No light,” Weaver 
cautioned him. 

“You really think this is my first rodeo?” Holt shot back, and buried 
himself in his work. 

“The way he talks, I would kill to see that man in an actual rodeo,” 
Weaver noted. “Weve got a good few hours before we approach the 
border.” 

Midas moved to the waterproof locker that held the comms gear and 
pulled it out. “He might surprise you. In the meantime, Id better call our 
contacts and let them know we're coming,” he said as he was setting it up. It 
powered on with a reassuring hum. “I think we are good to go.” 

“Then go,” said Holt. “A little help wouldnt hurt, if you take my 
meaning.” 

“I generally do.” Midas leaned in to the radio and picked up the mic. 

“PESCADOR, this is BLUECAT. Do you copy?” 

There was a hiss of static, and then Lt. Correa’s voice crackled over the 
line. “BLUECAT, this is PESCADOR. We read you. How was the 
fishing?” 

“Mixed day on the river. We caught three. Can't wait to get them up on 
the wall at home.” 


“Sounds like a good catch. Run into any problems?” 

Holt coughed delicately. Midas raised a cautioning finger at him, then 
responded. “Nothing we couldn't handle. We’re headed in on the down low. 
Might need an assist hauling the catch in. Got a couple caiman in the river 
to worry about, could maybe use a bigger net.” 

Correa paused before answering, and her voice had a weary edge to it. 
“Once you're in our pond, we'll be happy to help you land the catch. We’re 
not allowed to go fishing at the neighbors’.” 

“And if were caught fishing in the wrong pond?” The question hung 
there for a moment. 

“You'll probably wash downstream. If there’s anything I can do when 
you get back to our pond, let me know. PI have my ears on. PESCADOR 
out.” 

“Well, that was helpful,” Weaver offered. 

“Captain Protasio is a cautious man. I don't think he wants ‘started an 
international incident’ in his jacket,” Midas said. “He’s not going to start a 
shootout with the Venezuelans over us.” 

“Those aren't Venezuelan regulars we tangled with,” Weaver retorted 
pointedly. “He could blow those assholes clear off the riverbank and 
Caracas would probably send him a thank-you note. He’s just putting our 
nuts in a vise over Holt. And that’s on him, not our guy.” 

A loud splash from the far bank caught both of their attention. “What’s 
that?” Holt asked. 

“Caimans,” Crotty answered. “They’re nocturnal feeders, mostly. I know 
the river looks calm, but underneath, there’s a million life-or-death 
struggles going on every minute.” She shrugged. “Part of why I got into 
botany, honestly. I got tired of watching animals eat one another.” 

“What are you doing out here, Professor?” Weaver asked. “You and your 
team, you're a long way from home.” 

“Home doesnt offer a lot of chances at finding new anticancer drugs. 
Out in the field, there are a million undiscovered plant species, and all it 
takes is finding the right one to alleviate a lot of human misery. And the 
other side of it is, rainforests are disappearing fast, everywhere you look. 
God alone knows how many cures have been clear-cut or burned right out 
of existence. If people like me don't come out here, we risk losing so much 
that we never even knew was there.” 


“And if you find something?” Weaver sounded unconvinced. 

Crotty gave a low laugh. “If we find something, then there’s cycles of 
research and testing and—trust me, gentlemen, you may think you had a 
hard fight today, but that’s because you've never tangled with the FDA’s 
approval process. Let’s just say that I am unlikely to get rich or famous from 
anything I discover. But if my team and I do locate something promising, 
then maybe down the road it does some good. And in the meantime, it buys 
a little protection for the patch of jungle where it was found.” 

Midas shifted in his seat to face Crotty. “How did you get captured? 
Your dossier said that your team’s been out there awhile with no problems.” 

“Of course I have a dossier,” Crotty noted. “This was my fifth year 
coming out to this camp, my first year with a new sponsor for the 
expedition. Small team, because the sponsor wasn't exactly generous. ‘They 
wanted Champagne on a beer budget and their name on all the equipment. 
It’s standard operating procedure when you're dealing with first-timers, but 
finding funding these days is so hard, you grin and bear it. I had fifty grad 
students apply to come along, because the opportunities just arent there 
anymore. Those two,” and she jerked a thumb at Stanton and Carpenter, 
both of whom were fast asleep, “were the best. They did solid work in the 
field, and they didn't get on each others’ nerves, or mine, too much.” 

“I think the Major would have been jealous,” Midas said, and Weaver 
gave him an elbow in the ribs. “So, your team was fine, and youd been out 
here before. This should have been, well, not routine, but at least not a 
problem. Any issues with the locals before things went down? With 
soldiers?” 

Crotty shook her head. “Never. We traded with some of the indigenous 
villages and got along fine. Worked with some of them, too. They'd bring in 
specimens, or guide us to new collecting sites. The one where we stopped, I 
think we traded with them once. But there was never any friction. And the 
soldiers, once we crossed the border, that was always the last we saw of 
them.” She shuddered. “Until this year.” 

“What happened?” 

“Our camp was pretty far out in the bush. Like I said, we never saw 
soldiers. And then one day, a patrol came out of the trees and the officer in 
charge announced that we were now under the protection of the Amazonas 
Free State. Then they turned around and marched back into the jungle. I 


wanted to leave immediately, but Stanton talked me into staying. They 
hadn't threatened us, he said. We should continue the work, especially since 
some of the preliminary results looked very interesting.” She rolled her eyes. 
“If we get back home, I’m going to fail him, just for that.” 

“Yeah, that seemed like a bad call,” Weaver volunteered. “How long 
before they came back?” 

“A week. Long enough for the little voice in the back of my head to get 
lulled back to sleep. They came into the camp in the middle of the night. 
Held us at gunpoint and marched us out of there and into that camp. They 
were in a hurry. They grabbed the computers and some of the other 
electronics, but left the samples. The generator’s failed by now, so anything 
we were trying to preserve’s probably been eaten by ants.” She looked up. 
“Dont worry, Im not going to ask you to go back there to rescue my 
precious work. ‘The jungle will keep it until this gets straightened out and I 
go back. Or someone else does.” She slumped where she sat. “Lord knows, 
right now I just want to go home.” 

She said nothing after that, just curled up and went to sleep as the 
Ghosts watched the shadows of the jungle roll by. 
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CHAPTER 13 


It was the throbbing in his shoulder that woke Nomad up, though that was 
far from the only place that hurt. Urbina’s men had really laid into him, and 
from the rasping pain in his chest, it seemed likely that they'd broken a 
couple of ribs. But it was the shoulder that really hurt, even if, as he now 
saw, the dressing had been changed and the bleeding largely stopped. Even 
the slightest shift in position was a reminder that his anatomy was not 
functioning as intended. 

Apart from the medical attention, the amenities were slight. They'd 
ziptied him to a chair and left him in the middle of what looked like the 
interior of a prefab building. There was a bucket in the corner and not much 
else. A lean soldier in his mid-twenties stood guard, a shiny new AK-103 in 
his hands. His face was scarred from acne and he was going prematurely 
bald, and his expression suggested he was hoping Nomad would try to 
escape so he could shoot him. 

Instead, Nomad coughed. “Could I have a drink of water?” 

The guard said nothing. 


“Please. I’m not asking you to untie me. I just need,’—he coughed again 
—“some water.” 

The guard fidgeted and looked away. 

“Come on, just one sip. I’m begging you.” 

“I have my orders,” the guard replied in a surprisingly deep bass. “You 
will be given water on the schedule that the Colonel has arranged. You will 
be fed the same way. Otherwise, you are to receive nothing. It is worth my 
life to give you that drink of water, not that I would in any case.” He spat 
on the ground at Nomad’s feet for emphasis. “And how arrogant to assume 
I would speak English.” 

“You're not afraid of me, are you?” Nomad felt like he was laying it on a 
little too thick. “Seriously, I don't care where it comes from.” 

“I should get you water straight from the river and let you shit yourself 
to death,” the man replied. “No water. No food. Not until Colonel Urbina 
gives the word. And no more talking.” 

“If you get me that drink of water, I swear [ll shut up. Just, please.” 

By means of response, the guard dug into his shirt pocket and pulled 
out a sweat-stained handkerchief. He shoved it into Nomad’s mouth as a 
makeshift gag. 

“I said no more talking.” 

The front door opened, and Urbina stepped inside. “Corporal Abreu,” 
he said to the guard. “You're dismissed.” 

“Yes Colonel.” He started to leave, then stopped and looked back over 
his shoulder. “EZ pidió agua. Yo no le daria a él.” 

“Good work, soldier,” Urbina said. “Not everyone can follow orders.” 

Beaming, the guard left the building. Urbina waited for him to go, then 
stepped forward and pulled the handkerchief out of Nomad’s mouth. 

Gasping for air, Nomad went into a coughing jag, bending nearly in two 
as he hacked and wheezed. Urbina looked on with polite disinterest, until 
the hacking stopped and Nomad could look up once again. “Is this where 
you apologize for the behavior of your subordinates and try to convince me 
to switch sides?” 

Urbina gave a puzzled frown. “No. Hernan followed orders. I see no 
need to apologize. Unlike you, who's trespassing in a country where he’s not 
wanted.” 


“Most of Venezuela didn’t want you around either, as I recall,” was 
Nomad’s response, and Urbina’s expression told him that he'd scored a hit. 

“Venezuela is yesterday’s news,” he snapped. “I have other concerns 
now. Like, my own country here, and what to do with you.” 

Nomad laughed. “Torture me? Isn't that the usual answer?” 

“Torture your” Urbina stopped and turned. “Why torture you?” 

“Intel about my mission?” 

“Your mission, obviously, has failed. Besides, torture is crude and the 
information it yields is always... uncertain. Trust me. I know from 
experience.” The ghost of the secret policeman he'd once been was plain to 
see on his face. “The worst thing I could do to you, honestly, is nothing.” 

“Nothing?” 

“Nothing. You're in the jungle, yes? The Amazon rainforest. The wildest 
place on earth. If I simply leave you tied to that chair, helpless, and open the 
door, what do you think is going to happen? How long before the insects 
come? ‘The scorpions? And after them, the birds who realize you can't 
defend your eyes and tongue?” 

“In the middle of your camp?” Nomad was incredulous. “I think not.” 

Urbina shrugged. “Men like you constantly forget, this is not your place. 
You can train all you want on whatever obstacle courses they build for you, 
but there is nothing like the jungle. You understand it or you don't, and if 
you don't, you end up feeding it.” He shook his head. “You come blundering 
in here, thinking this is going to be the same as any other operation, and of 
course you fail. You make yourself,” and he paused, “my problem.” 

“Sorry to inconvenience you,” Nomad replied. “You could just let me 
go. 

“I think that would be a very bad idea,” said Urbina. “Like I said, you 
are my problem. But I have a solution. There are people, many people, who 
would pay very good money to get their hands on an elite American soldier 
like yourself.” He began ticking them off on his fingers. “The Russians, of 
course. I am told soldiers like you have many, many fans in Moscow. My 
new friends in Bolivia, who've just moved down from Mexico, had some 
stories to tell about things that happened in Mexico City, and they might be 
interested in getting a small chance at payback. At last resort, your own 
government, of course, though they tend to be on the cheap side. ‘The list 
goes on. 


“Very few of those sound like good options,” Nomad said. 

“They are the only ones you have, soldier.” Urbina leaned in close. 
“You'll get your water, eventually. But as soon as I can, I’m loading you up 
and shipping you out. You're safer in transit than you are here.” 

With that, Urbina walked away. The guard, Hernan, poked his lean face 
in to satisfy himself that Nomad was still there. Then the door closed, and 
he was alone with his thoughts and the sounds of the camp and the jungle. 
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CHAPTER 14 


It was nearly 0300 hours when they hit final approach to the border. 

Weaver killed the boat’s motor, leaving nothing but night noises and the 
slow gurgle of the river. “Okay, here’s the situation. Nomad’s dead or in 
enemy hands; we’ve got our three new friends in the boat; there’s hostiles 
between us and the border; and the Brazilians aint going to do shit to help 
us until we get on the right side of the line. We need options, and we need 
to know what’s ahead of us. Holt?” 

“Way ahead of you.” Holt had his NVG flipped down and active. “Two 
boats on the river between us and the border. They’re doing patrols with 
their lights out—looking to intercept and surprise, not interdict. Someone 
must have gotten on the horn in a hurry.” 
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“Can we cut west and use the island for cover again?” 


“No can do. I’m seeing a couple of unfriendlies on the sandbar. Besides, 
don't like our odds if we’ve got to sneak civilians through there.” 

“Now just a minute—” Stanton interjected, but Weaver cut him off. 
“That’s exactly what the man’s talking about. Now get low, stay low, and if 
we're lucky in a couple of hours you're going to be drinking a cold caipirinha 
at the bar. You got it?” 

Stanton nodded. “Good,” Weaver growled. “Now, like I said. Get. 
Down.” 

Stanton’s silhouette sank out of sight. 

Weaver turned back to the other Ghosts. “We need a plan. We can't 
sneak past them and we can't go upriver. So we've got to go through. But if 
we do that, then there’s no way we can get back across and the second half 
of the op’s blown.” 

“We could tie up on the western bank and hoof it over the border.” 
Even Midas sounded dubious, and it was his idea. “Call for pickup for them 
on the other side.” 

Weaver shook his head, “Bank's too steep. We'd have to backtrack a hell 
of way upriver to get to a workable landing. Besides, we've got no idea if 
they’re patrolling that side of the river. If they are and we walk into them 
with the packages, well, forget it.” 

Holt coughed theatrically. Weaver and Midas turned to look at him. “T 
think,” he said, “I have a fix. The sandbar extends across the border—” 

“Barely,” said Weaver. 

“It’s enough. Pl deal with the men on the island. Weaver, cover me on 
the way in. Once I give the all clear, drift down and offload the hostages. PIL 
walk them to the other side, and you can call for pickup.” 

Weaver frowned. “Two questions. One, how are you getting to the 
island? Two, what happens if one of those guys sounds the alarm?” 

“Second one’s easy. Midas’s got an M-203. Pm guessing he knows how 
to use it.” 

Weaver snorted. “And the first question?” 

“Like this.” Without another word, he slid over the side. 

“Get back in the boat! ‘The river’s full of... of... blast.” Midas’s voice was 
a frantic whisper. Only the ripples of the river answered, but through the IR 
he could clearly see Holt drifting downstream, intent on the deeper patch 
of darkness rising out of the water. “Well,” he finally said. “Now what?” 


“We hold position,” Weaver said, and unlimbered his weapon. “I cover 
his ass, you make sure we dont get spotted, and if we do? You blow them 
out of the water, and to hell with the consequences. We’ll find another way 
to get back in-country for Nomad.” 

“Roger that.” Midas stared downriver for another long minute. “He left 
his helmet. So, no sensors. No night vision. What was he thinking?” 

Weaver shook his head. “In my professional opinion, he’s thinking he 
screwed up somehow to get Nomad captured, and this is what’s going to fix 
it.” He paused reflectively. “Of course, getting himself killed isnt going to 
even things up. Bit late to tell him that now.” 
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The island was easy to see even in the darkness, the trees so dense they rose 
from the water like a sheer cliff face. Here and there, smaller patches of 
shadow shifted, men waiting impatiently for someone to try to pass. Now 
and then lights flared and then subsided to pinpoints of reddish glow; 
lighters fading to cigarettes, the bored sentry’s most dangerous temptation. 

There were four now, he could see. They gathered and broke apart at 
irregular intervals, more concerned with defeating their own restlessness 
than with doing their job. If they'd been disciplined, Holt wouldn't have 
liked his odds. Like this, however, there was a chance. 

He let the current carry him downstream, feet barely kicking to correct 
course when an eddy pulled him toward the center of the river. Something 
brushed against his leg, slimy and cold, and then it was gone. ‘The night 
hunters were out, he knew. And he was one of them. 

Coming up on the island, he let his feet drag bottom. His progress 
slowed and then stopped, and carefully, he emerged from the water. One 
man stood near the northern tip of the island, the dim glow from his dying 
cigarette marking his position and direction. He was looking east, out over 
the river, a rifle in his hands. 

Slowly, Holt edged toward the island. His right hand went to his belt, 
reaching for his knife. It came free soundlessly as he slipped closer. ‘The 
sentry took a last pull from his cigarette, then let the gun drop as he tossed 


the butt into the river. Holt took another slow step, then another. His feet 
hit the shoreline, water ebbing silently out of his boots. 

And then gunshot split the night. 

The sound echoed from farther down the island, rolling across the river 
and onward. ‘The sentry jumped, his gun instantly in his hand as he turned 
to his right. “What the hell?” he barked in Spanish. “You see something?” 

The shouted reply was punctuated by laughter and the sound of frenzied 
splashing down-island. “Caiman,” came the reply. “Big-ass son of a bitch. 
Was headed right for us. Had to pull the trigger or we would have been 
lunch.” 

“Tdiot! They could hear that shot for miles!” 

“Like they can't hear us talking now!” Some indistinct yelling from the 
river boats cut in, and whoever was talking downstream shifted to answer 
them, saying everything was all right and not to worry. 

“Fucking imbeciles,” the sentry muttered, and reached in his pocket for 
his cigarettes. Sighing, he pulled one out of the crumpled pack, then put it 
to his lips. The gun he let dangle by its strap as he went for a lighter, still 
fuming about his idiot companions. Down island, it sounded like they were 
trying to haul the dying caiman out of the river. More loud splashing 
suggested they weren't being entirely successful. 

The sentry shook his head and bent his head, cupping one hand around 
the cigarette as the lighter flared to life. He lit the cigarette and smoked it 
contentedly. 

Holt stepped up behind him, wrapping one hand around his face to 
cover his mouth and nose and jamming the blade of his knife into the man’s 
kidney with the other. The sentry gasped and sagged, the lit cigarette falling 
from his lips to land on the wet mulch of the forest floor. 

Holt let the man sag forward, easing his weight toward the ground. He 
was dead before he hit. 

Wiping the bloody knife clean, Holt paused, listening for an alarm. 
There was none. He took the sentry’s rifle and slung it over his back. Then 
he picked up the still-burning cigarette and wedged it into a forked tree 
branch at about head height. Let anyone still looking this way be fooled, at 
least for a minute, he thought. Then he quietly rolled the body into the 
water and headed south. 
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The gunshot rang out across the river. 

“Can you see him? Can you see him!” 

“Negative,” Weaver growled. “Were not going in, not before the signal.” 
He paused. “I think I see him on the riverbank. Got someone near him. 
Shit. Now you're making me jumpy.” 

“If we hear more shots?” Midas asked. 

“That’s a pretty good signal.” 

“And if we don’t?” 

“We trust him.” 
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Down near the dead caiman, the party was winding down. One of the 
sentries was still fiddling with the corpse, using a belt knife to try to dig out 
teeth to take as souvenirs. The other two had had enough, however, and had 
faded back into the trees. One walked up the north-south spine of the 
island slowly, scanning from side to side as he went. The other, much to 
Holts dismay, he couldnt see. He froze in the underbrush, breathing 
shallow. The crunch of footsteps on leaf and sand got steadily louder as the 
first sentry walked closer. Holt considered his options. Taking the man out 
was a calculated risk as long as he didn’t know where the other sentry was. 
On the other hand, if the soldier made it to the north end of the island and 
found the cigarette, or spotted Weaver and company on the river, the game 
was up anyway. 

It was time to fight smart. 

Holt reached for his belt and grabbed a sensor. It wouldn't do him any 
good, but if it lit up the hostiles, then Midas and Weaver at least would be 
able to see when he'd cleared the island and be able to move in safely. He 
primed it and gave it a gentle roll toward the center of the island. It came to 
a stop, but instead of offering the usual gentle ping that indicated it was 
active, it did nothing, just sitting there inert instead. 

“Son of a—” Holt swore under his breath. Last time I go into the field 
with some POS experimental gear. Damn things probably not waterproof, and 


they gave them to us for this op? Effing brilliant. Mentally making a note to 
come back for the dud later, he took a deep breath. Weaver and Midas 
could just freaking guess when he was done; he was going to do it the old 
fashioned way. 

Slowly, carefully, he shifted his weight. The soldier loomed out of the 
darkness, bobbing cigarette glow a dead giveaway as to his position as he 
got closer. ‘The soldier inhaled and the orange-red ember flared up, briefly 
illuminating his face, and then he threw it aside and kept walking. ‘The still- 
glowing butt cartwheeled over Holt’s shoulder and landed somewhere on 
the ground behind him. He found himself praying he hadn't been lit up, 
that the butt hadn't landed on something particularly flammable, that this 
guy was going to just keep on walking... 

...and he did, eyes briefly sweeping over where Holt was waiting, not 
registering what he'd seen until a split second later. 

That was all the time Holt needed. He exploded out of the underbrush, 
wrapping one arm around the man’s throat and half-turning him. The 
sentry’s hands scrabbled for his gun but it was too late; Holt reached across 
with his other hand and snapped the man’s neck. With a wheeze, he 
collapsed in Holt’s arms, and the Ghost hauled him into the underbrush 
before he hit ground. ‘Then he waited, listening. If the second sentry had 
seen him, he would have been dead already, or at least in a hell of a bad 
spot. But there was no sign of him, just the grumbling curses of the last 
sentry down at the other end of the sandbar. 

Two down, two to go, and he knew where one was. That made the 
choice of targets easier. The trick would be getting him away from the 
waterline, where the men on the river could see him. 

Something tickled his nostrils and he sniffed. Smoke. 

He finished the body and looked for the faint glow of the smoldering 
cigarette, finding it as much by smell as by sight. The leaf it was on was just 
starting to smolder, so he picked it up and then ground the mulch quietly 
under his heel. Then, moving silently, he edged south, toward where the 
fourth sentry was still on what passed for a beach. 

Holt stopped maybe fifteen feet back from the edge of the trees, his 
fingers getting uncomfortably warm. “This has to be the dumbest thing I’ve 
ever tried,” he muttered, and tossed the cigarette butt toward the man at the 


water's edge. It flared up briefly as it flew, tumbling end over end, and then 
somehow, miraculously, it hit its target on the shoulder. 

“What the?” the man said, and turned around. A half-second’s 
inspection revealed the smoldering butt at his feet. He picked it up, 
squinted at it suspiciously, and then threw it into the river. “Come on, man. 
What are you messing with me for?” 

There was no answer. 

“Lieutenant? Paco? Come on guys, not funny. Why'd you throw that at 
me, huh? You could have got me in the eye!” 

Holt held his breath and so, too, did the jungle. He risked a glance 
behind him. No sign of that other sentry, the one who'd vanished. All he 
needed now was for that guy to come blundering in. 

“This is bullshit!” ‘The sentry he'd tagged was getting angry now, starting 
to yell. “You think this is funny, huh? Hide in the woods and throw shit at 
me? Youd better come out!” He waited three seconds, possibly as long as 
five, and then declared, “All right, better remember you started this, 
assholes!” Without drawing his gun, the man stalked into the trees. 

Holt let him get far enough in that the jungle would hide him from the 
view of the boats, and then took him down. It took the man a moment to 
realize that he wasn't facing one of his friends, but that was all it took for 
Holt to crush his larynx and drop him permanently. 

He hit the leaves with a soft thud. 

“One to go,” Holt reminded himself, and moved off into the darkness. 

If the man hadn't come up the middle and wasn't close enough to hear 
and respond to his buddy’s angry shouts, then he had to be at the far end of 
the island. And if the soldier was at the far end and hadn't come past Holt, 
that put him on the western side. 

It was time to move. 
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“Got any movement on the river?” 
Midas eased his head up over the gunwale and did a slow scan. Curls of 
mist were rising from the water, dancing above the current. By morning, 


they'd be full-blown fog, but for now, they just fuzzed everything the night 
vision goggles showed. 

“Still two unfriendlies, still holding position.” 

“What about on the island?” 

Midas shifted position. “Tm seeing one figure along the waterline.” 
Midas squinted. “Little to the west, maybe fifteen meters down.” 

“Is that our guy?” 

Midas shook his head, leaving all sorts of interesting afterimages in his 
goggles’ screen. “Don't think so. No reason for Holt just to be standing 
there, right?” 

Weaver nodded “Right. So where is he? They haven't caught him, or we 
would have heard. Which means—” 

“There he is.” Midas pointed. Weaver followed his gaze. A second figure 
was emerging from the trees, catching the first rough shape completely by 
surprise. Ihere was a brief struggle, and then only one man was standing. 
He looked in their rough direction and made a sweeping gesture: Bring it 
in. 

“You think that’s him?” Weaver asked. “Could be a trap,” Midas said 
cautiously. 

“Well then, that would make today just perfect.” He turned and 
addressed the hostages, still curled up in the bottom of the boat. “You hear 
me tell you go, you go. One of our people is on the island. He'll guide you 
down across the border. You keep low, you move fast, you don't talk. You got 
me?” 

“But what if—” 

“I said, dont talk.” Weaver pushed off from the shore, letting the 
current pull the boat lazily downriver. He'd used the time while they were 
waiting to cut a rough pole from some fallen wood along the riverbank. 
With that, he poled the craft along the shallow, silty bottom, taking care 
not to get pulled into the main channel. Midas sat at the prow of the boat, 
weapon ready, perched motionless like a gargoyle. 

Finally, the prow scraped soft mud and the boat ground to a halt. Holt 
stepped out into the water, helping to pull it in the last few feet while 
Midas hopped out and began helping the hostages up. 

“This is it, people. Time to move. Just keep it fast and keep it quiet, and 
these nice men will get you where you're going.” Weaver's voice was barely a 


whisper. 

Crotty was the last one out. “Thank you,” she said, as Midas helped her 
over the side. 

“Dont thank any of us till we get you home,” Weaver replied. He turned 
to Midas. “You and Holt, get them down to the south end of the island. 
Those boats get frisky, you are weapons free. Keep the civilians’ heads 
down, and don't start anything if you can help it. PI call our friends and tell 
them they need to arrange pickup.” 

“Understood.” 

“And Midas? Keep these people safe.” 

Midas nodded, then turned and helped the hostages climb onshore. 
Holt paused for a moment to retrieve his gear from the boat, then followed 
him. 

Weaver watched them go, then fired up the radio. “PESCADOR, this 
is BLUECAT, do you copy?” 

It wasn't Correa’s voice this time, but Protasio’s. 

“Reading you loud and clear, BLUECAT. What’s your status?” 

“Tve got three fish I want to give you, but the local rangers want to 
make me throw them back. Can you come upriver for a handoff?” 

“How far upriver?” 

“Your side. We’ll be delivering them to you south of the border and 
trying to keep the eyes on the river off them. All you need to do is reel them 
in, take them home, and not wake the neighbors.” 

“And will you be with them?” Protasio’s voice had an edge. 

“Negative. Still got a day of fishing left to do. Just treat them gentle. 
They bruise easy.” 

“Understood.” Protasio was all business again. “We’ll signal you when 
we're approaching your coordinates. PESCADOR out.” 

“Roger that, PESCADOR. BLUECAT out.” 

He cut the connection. “That went well,” he said to himself, then went 
rummaging in the gear locker for a particular bulky package. It took him a 
minute to find, and then he tucked it under his arm and loped off after the 
rest of the team. 


xX k Ok 


He caught up with them at the edge of the trees. “PESCADOR'’s inbound. 
ETA two minutes.” 

“Roger that.” Holt looked at him for a minute, then at the package. 
“You've got to be kidding. Emergency raft?” 

Weaver nodded. “Protasio’s not going to be able to bring whatever he’s 
piloting in too close. Which means we need to get these people out to him. 
We can't use the boat, and your little stunt aside, they cant swim. So what 
does that leave us?” 

“You are out of your mind,” Holt answered, shaking his head. 

“That’s my business,” said Weaver, and triggered the raft’s inflation 
mechanism. The hiss of the inflation mechanism blended with the sounds 
of the river. Gently, he and Holt eased it into the water, and then he 
motioned back to Midas. 

“Time to go,” Midas said, and gestured toward the raft. The researchers 
moved wearily, their energy swallowed by too much tension. 

“Get in,” Weaver said. “You're going to take this downriver to where a 
representative of the Brazilian government is going to pick you up and 
bring you in. Stay low, do not try to paddle, and do not talk.” 

Crotty stared at him. “You're just putting us out there?” 

“Yes. Because we cant go with you.” He jerked a thumb toward the 
river, where the enemy boats sat, waiting. “But we'll be watching them for 
you. It’s going to be perfectly safe.” 

“So many people have told me that on this trip,” Crotty said, but she 
eased herself into the raft. Carpenter and Stanton followed. 

Downriver, there was the sound of engines. 

“Time go to.” Weaver gave the raft a gentle shove. It drifted silently 
down the side channel, the black rubber nearly invisible against the black 
water it rode on. Then it was out into open water, moving slowly and 
hugging the bank. Crotty looked back, once, then vanished as she crouched 
down. 

“Midas, Holt.” Weaver gestured to the waterline on the east side of the 
island. “Eyes on our friends. ‘They get frisky, blow them out of the water.” 

“Roger that.” The pair moved silently together, then vanished from 
sight. 

Weaver could hear the boat coming upstream now, its engine roaring. A 
searchlight stabbed out from the prow, and he suddenly had ice crawl 


through his veins at the thought of the raft accidentally getting lit up. But 
the searchlight stayed pointed ahead, and then the boat hove into view. 

“Where the hell was Protasio keeping that?” Weaver gave a low whistle. 
The boat, a CB90H riverine patrol vessel, was fully visible now, running 
lights illuminating it for maximum effect and to pull the eyes of any 
observers away from anything else that might be on the river. Weaver could 
see the soldier manning the spotlight; he could also see others manning the 
Browning M2HBs, casually pointed upriver. 

As the CB90H approached the border, it slowed until it was just 
holding position. The searchlight picked over the boats, then froze on the 
one farther from the station, blinding everyone on board. One man with 
lieutenant’s bars on his sleeve stood up, hand shading his eyes, and 
addressed the launch in Spanish. “Whoever you are, state your name and 
hold your position. You are about to violate a sovereign border and if you 
do, you will be fired on.” 

A bullhorn from the deck of the launch answered: Protasio, speaking in 
Portuguese-accented Spanish. “Captain Protasio sends his respects. Whom 
do we have the pleasure of addressing?” The spotlight stayed on the 
lieutenant doing the talking; the second boat started inching toward the 
east bank. One of the machine gunners on the patrol boat angled his 
weapon in parallel with their movements. 

The lieutenant looked at his allies, then at the Brazilians. His voice took 
on a frantic edge. “Never mind that. What are you doing here?” 

Protasio was all sweetness and light as he answered, honey on a knife 
blade. “We heard you were looking to secure the border. It is our pleasure to 
help our friends from Venezuela in such an important task.” 

There was some hurried discussion in the two smaller boats. “You have 
no right to cross our border.” 

“We would not dream of doing so. We'll just sit here on our side and 
wait with you. Surely, you can accept this in the spirit of international 
cooperation.” 

The raft was drifting farther now, moving out into the main current and 
picking up speed. Another minute, and it would be past Protasio’s position 
and headed downriver, out of control. 

There was more discussion on the northern side of the border, and then, 
“We've been told the criminals we were looking for have been apprehended. 


There is no longer any need for the border to be secured.” ‘The man paused 
and waited for some kind of acknowledgment from the Brazilians. He got 
none, tried to stare the unblinking searchlight down for another instant, 
and then peeled in toward shore. ‘The second boat followed. 

The standoff over, the Brazilian boat waited until they reached land, 
then turned ponderously and headed back downriver. Within moments, it 
vanished into the darkness that had swallowed the raft. 

“Think it worked?” Holt asked. 

Weaver shrugged. “Looks like. I expect Captain Protasio will be letting 
us know if he lost them. We'd better get back.” The three men jogged back 
north, then climbed into their boat. 

After a moment, the radio buzzed. “PESCADOR to BLUECAT. Do 
you copy?” 

“Yes we do, Captain,” he answered. “How’s your fishing going?” 

“Mostly small-fry tonight. But we did reel in three exotic specimens. 
They’re safe and sound on board.” 

“Thanks for the pickup, PESCADOR. Take good care of them. I 
promised one a caipirinha.” 

Protasio seemed unamused. “He will probably have to wait until 
morning. The bars, they are all closed. May I speak with your friend?” 

Weaver shot Midas and Holt a look. Holt shrugged, Midas nodded, 
and Weaver turned back to the radio. 

“He liked the fishing upstream so much he decided to stay. We're going 
to go pick him up.” 

There was silence on the other end. “Ah. That is... unfortunate. I wish 
you happy hunting.” 

“We're going fishing,” Weaver corrected him. 

“No, BLUECAT. No you're not. PESCADOR out.” 

“Well, damn.” Weaver moved to the back and started up the engine. It 
idled lightly. “Think it was a mistake to tell him?” 

Midas answered, “It might make him more inclined to help.” 

Holt agreed. “Especially if he thinks he’s saving Nomad’s ass.” 

“Truth. Let’s get him back, and then we can worry about it. Right now, 
I’m just glad the Amazonas types stood down.” 

“I don't think they're interested in things getting hot, either.” Midas 
crawled to his usual position at the prow. 


“Would have made our lives easier,” Holt groused as Weaver started 
backing them away from the island and off into the night. 
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It was several hours later when Urbina ducked back into the building, 
carrying a smartphone and looking pleased with himself. Hernán and 
another guard Perryman didnt recognize followed. “Good news, Major,” 
Urbina said as Nomad blearily watched him approach. “There’s considerable 
interest in you on the market. There was some initial disbelief, but with the 
help of some of your equipment, I was able to convince them that you were 
in fact genuine.” He walked around behind the chair Nomad was tied to, 
stooping low to inspect the zipties. 

“Hmm,” he said. “A little tight, perhaps, but I clearly specified to my 
buyers that you were up for auction ‘as is.” As he walked around, he took 
pictures with the cell phone. “Proof of life,” he said. “It’s okay. You don't 
have to smile.” 

Nomad just clenched his jaw and looked straight ahead, saying nothing. 
“Always the good soldier?” Urbina taunted him as he took one last shot, a 
closeup of Perryman’s bruised and battered face. “There’s no need. You're 
not going home. I’m not asking you to betray anything. I honestly don’ care 
about your secrets. What’s going to happen here will happen without you. 
So relax.” 

He studied Nomad’s face for a minute. “Oh. I see. You are trained to 
resist. You need something to overcome, to fight against. And I’m not 
giving you that, am I? No torture, no interrogation—and you dont know 
what to do.” He walked to the entrance of the tent. “It’s sad, really. I should 
have left that rag in. It would have made you feel much better.” And then 
he and his guards were gone. 


INTERLUDE — HOLT 


“Now, Sergeant Moretta, would you like to explain to me what exactly 
happened last night?” The officer sitting behind the desk had introduced 
himself as Lt. Colonel Mitchell. Moretta had never met him or heard of 
him; he just knew that the presence of a full-bird colonel asking him very 
pointed questions was a very bad sign. 

A pair of burly, uncommunicative MPs had escorted Moretta here, 
some sort of conference room that had been emptied of everything except a 
single desk and two chairs. One of the chairs was already occupied by Lt. 
Col. Mitchell, and he had spent several minutes looking through a folder on 
that desk before hed deigned to glance up and acknowledge Moretta’s 
presence. 

It had taken several more minutes after that before Mitchell ordered 
him to sit down, something for which he and his various aches and 
contusions were privately grateful. Mitchell looked like he was ready for the 
parade ground; Moretta looked like he’d just been tossed in a cement mixer 
that had been rolled downhill. 

Which, in a sense, he had. 

“Sir.” Moretta sat up straight in his chair and ignored the stabbing pain 
behind his left eye. “There was a fight, sir.” 

“I know there was a fight.” Mitchell leaned forward. “I have it on very 
good authority that you were in the middle of that fight. There are even 
some very fine soldiers saying that you started the fight, and that there were, 
shall we say, interesting circumstances surrounding it. Now, you can stop 
trying to cover your ass and tell me what went down, or I can go get my 
fancy hat and a couple of friends and we can turn this into a full court 


martial.” Moretta opened his mouth to speak, but Mitchell waved him to 
silence. “Think very carefully before you answer.” 

Moretta drew a deep breath, and then very carefully answered. “Sir. Yes, 
there was a fight. Yes, I was involved. No, I did not instigate the fight, and 
my participation was to protect a fellow service member from what seemed 
to be unfair odds. Sir.” 

Mitchell ignored him for a moment, instead picking up a folder from 
the desk and flipping it open. “I see. And that is why we have multiple 
witnesses on the record as hearing you say, and this is a quote, Been waiting 
all goddamn night for this.” He looked up. “Would you care to revise your 
statement?” 

“Do you want the whole story, sir?” 

“I did ask for it, didn’t I>” 

“Yessir.” Moretta swallowed, which caused a brief moment of stabbing 
pain in the back of his neck, where someone had nailed him with a still-full 
Budweiser tallboy from halfway across the room. “I went into the bar to 
grab a beer.” 

“Were you there to meet anyone?” 

He shook his head. “No, sir. Just wanted a quiet beer and some room to 
think about something I was working on.” 

Mitchell raised an eyebrow. “And what would that be?” 

“Working on modifying drone weapon payloads, sir.” 

“You are aware that we have some very highly trained people whose job 
it is to do that, soldier?” 

“Yessir. But they havent been out in the field, most of them, and I’m 
pretty good with code and electronics, so I figured I could maybe draw up 
some schematics and, I don’ know, maybe get a prototype put together.” He 
could feel his accent creeping back in around the edges, a sign of stress, 
which naturally stressed him out even more. “But I was stuck and wanted to 
take a break, and just think about things. Y’know, get ’lil bit of distance 
from the problem.” 

“And how did you meet Sergeant Graham?” 

Moretta blinked. “Sir. You know about—never mind. Right. Sergeant 
Graham. Well, I walked up to the bar to get that beer, and I saw he was 
reading AiMT on his MRT, which you don’ see often. So I introduced 


myself and asked him if he'd read the piece on neural network routing in 


sensor arrays, which I hadn't found a lot of people on base to talk to about. 
He said he had and we started talking—okay, we started arguing, but good 
arguing. I excused myself for a moment, got my beer, then came back and 
sat down and we started talking again.” 

“And what did you think of Sergeant Graham?” 

Moretta scratched his chin. “I liked him. He was smart, but not a jerk 
about it. I mean, he was wrong about a bunch of things—no way his take 
on augmenting armor’s power trains with photovoltaics is gonna be feasible 
for, like, fifteen years, but smart. Even if he was from New York.” 

“How many beers did you have with Sergeant Graham?” 

“Three, I think. Maybe four. You know how it is, sir. You start talking to 
someone and time just flies, and then you look up, and it’s midnight, and 
youve got a dozen empties on the table in front of you.” He coughed once. 
“Not that we each had a dozen empties, sir.” 

“Tm sure you didn't,” Mitchell said wryly. There was no air conditioning 
in the room, and the air was getting uncomfortably warm and close. 
Moretta could feel sweat starting to bead up on his forehead. Mitchell, on 
the other hand, looked perfectly composed. Had to be some kind of officer 
thing, he decided. You make the grade, you get the skills. 

“Let’s say for a moment that I accept your story so far. That I find your 
initiative, on some level, admirable. You still havent explained how exactly 
you started a fight that has landed...” He picked up the folder again and 
flipped through a couple of pages. “...has landed five soldiers in sick bay 
with various ailments up to and including concussions, lost teeth, and at 
least one compound fracture.” He stared at Moretta. Moretta stared back. 

“As I told you, sir, I did not instigate the fight.” 

“Then who did?” 

He took a deep breath, then a second one. “Do you know Sergeant 
Graham, sir?” Mitchell nodded. “Then you know he can come across as, 
well, kind of nerdy. And when he gets into it, he talks over people and tells 
them when they’re wrong, and, well, yeah.” 

“And he was so thrilled with your conversation that he got excited and 
started correcting everyone within earshot?” 

“That and the beer, sir. But yes, he was sounding a little, well—actually, 
if you take my meaning.” 


“T do.” 


“Well, sir, there were some guys at the next table who were pounding 
beers faster than we were, and I guess a couple of them had dealt with some 
kind of tech failure in the field, and they didn't really like anyone on that 
side of things. They, uh, had some names for Graham.” 

“I take it these names were not flattering?” 

“No, sir, they were not.” 

“And were these men also soldiers?” 

Moretta nodded twice. “Yessir.” 

“And do you remember which unit they were from?” 

“No, sir. And even if I did, Id have made myself forget before you asked 
me, if you take my meaning.” 

“Interesting.” The side of Mitchell’s mouth curled in the faintest hint of 
a smile. “What did these men do to start the fight?” 

“At first, sir, if I can speak plainly, they were just assholes. Talkin loud 
about how they didnt want to drink with brainiac none. Graham, he 
ignored them, and that just got them mad. So they started insulting him. 
He kept ignoring them, and the bartender told them to cut it out, but they 
didn't, and he didn’t do nothing. I guess they were regulars or something. 
But it bothered me, so I told them to knock it off. Instead, they came over 
to the table—there were four of them—and they started giving me crap as 
well as Graham. Now Graham, he was cool, but them yelling at me kind of 
got my blood up, so I yelled back, and then one of them took a swing.” 

“At you?” 

“No, sir. At Graham. And I don't know how he did it, but he dodged 
the punch. Didn't hit back, either. But that just got them really mad, and 
one of them knocked his MRT off the table. It hit the floor, and the screen 
cracked, and they started laughing, and I didn't think that was right. Then 
they dared Graham to do something about it, all four of them, and I sure as 
hell didn’t think that was a fair fight.” 

“So you joined in?” 

“So I hit one of them before they could take another swing at Sergeant 
Graham, yes.” 

Moretta paused for a moment, thinking back to the evening in the bar. 
It had gone down pretty much exactly as he'd described, give or take a few 
details, such as the fact that he'd judged the tactical situation and then hit 
the soldier with a chair, and, well, details were details. 


“I see. What did you do next?” 

“Well, sir, the bar kind of went up after that. Felt like there were some 
unresolved tensions getting worked out. Me, I tried to stay on just those 
four whod been hassling Graham, but things got a little confused.” 

“And did you shout that you'd been waiting for the fight all night?” 

Moretta hung his head in what might have been embarrassment. 
“Yessir.” 

“Had you been?” 

Even with his head down, Moretta couldn't resist a small grin. “No, sir. 
Just wanted them to think I was crazier than they were. The other guy 
thinks you're crazy, that adds a little fear to his thought process. It slows 
him down.” 

“I see.” Mitchell rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Sergeant Moretta, you 
are here for some very specific, very selective training, are you not?” 

“Tam, sir.” 

“And the normal course of that training does not include, among other 
things, bar brawls, disabling fellow soldiers, or conveniently leaving out 
details when asked a direct question by a senior officer. Are you aware of 
that, soldier?” 

Moretta met his gaze. “Yes, sir. I am.” 

“Then let me make things perfectly clear for you: ‘This will not happen 
again. If I receive any further word of you causing the slightest hint of a 
ruckus, I will have your head on a stick. Oh, and you're banned from any 
establishment serving alcohol for the next two weeks.” He stood up. 
“Dismissed.” 

“Sir.” Moretta saluted, then turned and walked out at speed. Mitchell 
watched him go, shaking his head. He waited until Moretta had left the 
room, then turned and exited by the rear door. 

Graham was waiting for him, there, reading something on what looked 
to be a brand new MRT. When he saw Mitchell emerge, he tucked it away. 
“How did it go, sir?” 

Mitchell snorted. “He’s a smartass. Which, under these circumstances, 
makes him a dumbass. Thinks on his feet well enough, and he was very 
intent on letting me know that the fight wasn't your fault. Which can be 
construed, in certain circles, as admitting it was his.” 

“He was more an... accelerant, sir. The men from the 10th—” 


Mitchell cut him off. “I know, I know. But he sang your praises, and he 
left out the part where he whacked at least one of those men across the back 
of the head with a chair. It’s a miracle Moretta still has any teeth.” 

“If Id unloaded on him, he wouldn't,” Graham said mildly. “You 
understand why I recommended Moretta as a possible recruit?” 

“I understand you want another geek to talk shop with, yes.” Mitchell 
thought for a minute. “PI be making my recommendation later today. I 
think were going to be watching Sergeant Moretta very closely. It’s one 
thing to know how he handles himself in a bar fight, but Td like a little 
more data from the field.” 

“You've got his jacket. His service record should speak for itself. He’s 
been around the block a few times.” 

“I prefer seeing things with my own eyes. Oh, and if you see him again, 
give him these.” Mitchell reached into a pocket and pulled out a beaten-up 
pair of Oakleys. “Bartender pulled these off one of the ceiling fans. Tried 
telling me how they got up there, and I told them that I did not want to 
know. But they’re Moretta’s. Considering the size of the shiner he had, I’m 
thinking he missed them.” 

Graham laughed. “I won't let him know where they came from, sir. And 
thank you.” 

“If he works out, Pll thank you.” 

“And if he doesn’t?” 

“You need to find a new drinking buddy.” 
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CHAPTER 15 


They'd tied up for the night a slow hour’s travel north of the border when 
another brief rainstorm came through. It guttered out, but Weaver called a 
halt to further travel in the darkness. 

They made a small fire, far enough from the river that the trees would 
block out any light, and slung up hammocks in the trees. “You do not want 
to sleep on the ground here,” Weaver said as he set his up. “Ants.” 

“What, not the bright orange spiders? Or the jaguars? Or the land- 
walking piranhas?” Holt was brusque, preoccupied. 

“Trust me, you do not want to mess with the ants,” Weaver answered. 
“There’s one down here, they call it a bullet ant. You know why?” 

“They're shaped like bullets?” 

“Because when they bite you, it feels like youve been shot. Now, you 
want to imagine what happens when you roll over on one of those and he 
calls his buddies for help?” 

Holt snorted disbelief. “Ants don’t talk.” 


“It’s chemical. Pheromones. ‘They let off the one that says, ‘I’ve been 
squished, go get him,’ and you are in a world of hurt. Literally.” 

“Shit.” Holt finished with the hammock and stashed his gear in it. “I’m 
going to go catch us some dinner. And youre going to owe me twenty 
bucks.” 

“Just make sure you watch out for the candiru. You know, the little—” 

“Enough!” Holt stomped off, managing to simultaneously convey his 
irritation and move silently toward the water. Weaver watched him go, 
bemused. 

“You ride him pretty hard.” Midas had long since finished setting up his 
hammock and had shed most of his gear. Stripped down to a t-shirt, he 
looked like he was on a weekend camping trip. Only the shotgun at his hip 
gave him away. 

Weaver gave a nonchalant gesture. “He’s a guy who likes riding 
everyone else hard. Does him some good to receive instead of give every 
now and then. It’ll help him work on his delivery.” 

“You're not worried it'll make him bitter?” 

“Naah. We're all past that. Bitters maybe what gets you here, but it’s not 
something you stay with.” He gave Midas a once-over. “Now you, for 
example. I’ve read your file. I know where you came from and where you've 
been, but I still can’t figure out why. You want to enlighten me?” 

Midas turned to look at the fire. “It’s all there.” 

“No it isn't. Trust me, I’m a careful reader.” 

“You really want to know?” 

“Hell yeah.” 

“It’s because I would have made a terrible priest.” He threw a small stick 
on the fire. It caught, flared up, and almost instantly burned down to 
embers. 

Weaver moved over and squatted down next to him. “Come again?” 

“I realized in seminary that I have a certain... lack of faith.” Weaver 
opened his mouth to comment, and Midas waved him off. “Not in God. In 
people. Id seen things. Gotten to a point where I didn't trust people to be 
good any more. And you can't be that way and be a priest, not a good one.” 

“So you decided to do this instead,” Weaver said. It wasn't a question, 
just a statement of fact. 


Midas nodded. “Eventually. I like to think that this work that we do, it 
will help me prove myself wrong. That even in the worst places we might 
go, we'll find good in people.” 

“And if not?” 

For a moment, there was just the pop and crackle of the fire. 

“And if not,” Midas said softly, “then I’m in a place where I can do 
something about it.” 

They sat in silence for a long moment after that, until loud splashing 
and cursing from the river brought them to their feet. Weaver reached for 
his sidearm, Midas his Super-Shorty. “Holt, you okay?” Weaver asked 
cautiously. 

“Just get down here,” Holt bellowed. Midas and Weaver sprang 
forward, sprinting through the trees. 

On the muddy riverbank, they found Holt struggling with a massive 
fish on the end of his line. He'd clearly tried to reel it in already, as there 
were muddy wet patches all over his clothes and his face. The fish was at 
least four feet long, bright red and thrashing around in the shallows. Holt’s 
rod was bent nearly double as the fish pulled at it, and his boots had left 
deep furrows in the muddy riverbank as hed been hauled relentlessly 
forward. 

“What can we do?” Weaver called. 

“In the boat... net need to land this sucker!” Holt spoke through gritted 
teeth. Another splash from the river, and he slid two inches closer to the 
water. 

“Got it!” Midas leaped into the boat and began looking for the net. 
After a minute, he gave a shout of triumph and held it up. 

“Get down here!” 

But before Midas could leap back out of the boat, the line caught on an 
underwater root, snagged, and snapped. Holt stumbled back and would 
have fallen if Weaver hadnt caught him. ‘The fish rolled over once, then 
vanished into the stream. 

“Shit,” Holt said, followed by, “You can let go of me now.” 

“You're welcome.” 

“Damn it. Almost had it. Should have had it.” Holt made as if to throw 
the rod down in disgust, then thought better of it and laid it gently in the 


boat. “Screw it. Protein bars for me.” He marched off the beach and into 
the jungle. 

As he passed Weaver, he muttered, “Still don’t owe you twenty.” 

At dawn, they rolled out again. 

Holt had spent half the night tinkering with Nomad’s helmet, and once 
they pushed off, he went at it again. Meanwhile, slow, seamless greenery 
rolled by as they headed north toward the coordinates Wizard had given 
them for the Kwan-Messina camp. 

Midas sat in the prow, fidgeting far more than was normal for him. 
Hed made a couple of comments about enjoying the view, but since then, 
his discussion had largely been limited to calling out pieces of flotsam 
Weaver might want to avoid. Holt had stayed hunkered down with his 
work, ignoring the other two and the scenery. 

As for Weaver, he was equal parts worried and bored. 

“What the hell are you doing up there?” 

Holt looked up and blinked. “Trying to get something, anything, out of 
Nomad’s dome,” he answered. “Doesn't help that you're driving this thing 
like a bootlegger headed for the county line. Hard to do precision work 
when we keep bouncing off the water like that.” 

“You find a better ride, you take it.” 

“Tf I could, I would.” 

Weaver snorted. “How’s that coming, anyway?” 

“I give it fifty-fifty odds I can rig a little something. But if I can,” he 
squinted and wiped a little spray off his face, “then we are in business.” 

“Do tell?” 

“If we get really lucky, I should be able to bounce a systems check pulse 
through the helmet and get the rest of his gear, which I am assuming they 
kept instead of dumping roadside, to give an answering ping. We get that, 
we've got his coordinates.” 

“We've got his pants’ coordinates.” Weaver shook his head. “But, that’s a 
hell of a thing. Keep working on it. Let me know if you get lucky.” 

“I thought that was what Nomad was mad at me about back at the 
hotel.” Holt grinned. “I kid, I kid. But really, if you could slow it down just 
a little bit.” 

“Negative on that. We are running out of time.” 

And he opened the throttle a little wider. 
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They fed Nomad eventually, mouthful by mouthful, with his hands still 
ziptied to the chair. Later, they released him long enough to use the bucket 
in the corner, two armed guards watching him at all times and his feet 
hobbled by zipties at the ankle as he did so. When he was finished, they 
strapped him back in. 

Later, Urbina returned, in good spirits. He'd brought with him a small 
stool, which he placed down in front of where Nomad was held, and sat 
himself down on it. 

“How’s your Russian, my friend?” He leaned forward. “There is a very 
good chance that’s where you'll be going.” 

“It’s got to be better than here,” Nomad replied, keeping his eyes on the 
wall behind Urbina. 

Urbina gave him a conspiratorial grin. “For a while, I might have 
agreed.” 

“But not anymore?” 

“You have to understand, soldier, that while I viewed my being sent here 
as a punishment, I was comfortable with that. I had done... things that I 
was not necessarily proud of, but that I thought were necessary for the good 
of the state. At least that is what I told myself. One’s moral struggles always 
become nobler in hindsight.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” Nomad asked, his head lolling. “You said 
you werent going to torture me.” 

The colonel reached out and patted Nomad on the cheek, then stood 
and started pacing. 

“It’s because you don’t matter that I can tell you this. Confession is good 
for the soul. That’s what the padres always say. Well, who here do you think 
I can talk to? Safely, and as an equal? Not to my men, of course. Not to the 
men I have made my bargain with. They cant be shown any sign of 
weakness, or they will pounce, and Pll have to deal with them. No, you're 
the perfect listener because you are a leader, an officer, and yet at the same 
time you are nothing. You understand what I say on a gut level, but your 
opinions are worthless because at any moment, I could have you shot. It’s a 
wonderful thing, don’t you think?” 


“Td feel better about it if you got me some water.” Nomad could feel his 
lips beginning to crack. His own voice sounded hoarse in his ears. “Or is 
that part of the experience for you?” 

“In time, in time,” Urbina dismissed him. “The thing you have to 
understand is that I belong here. It took me a while to understand. At first, 
I thought that yes, this posting was punishment for what I had done. I 
hated it here. And then I started to see the beauty in this place, and 
eventually, the opportunity.” 

“Opportunity?” 

“Major, we were, for all intents and purposes, abandoned here. Caracas 
stopped sending us money. Then they stopped sending us equipment. And 
then, finally, they stopped sending us medicine and food. We had to fend 
for ourselves or die. And so we did. We found ways. People who were 
interested in the possibilities of the jungle. People who were looking for 
partners. And I realized, I had been sent here for a reason.” 

“To set up a tin-pot dictatorship?” 

Urbina shook his head. “To attract investors. Those who could see the 
potential in this place. A place where the government doesnt pretend to 
care about drugs. Or the environment.” He paused for a moment. “The tax 
haven business is going to take a little while to attract, I think. But that’s all 
right.” 

“You're out of your mind,” Nomad said. 

“No, I’m out of Venezuela.” He got up to go. “It’s a shame you wont be 
around to see all this come to fruition.” 

“T really don't need to experience your messiah complex first-hand.” 

Urbina shook his head. “A savior complex means you want to save 
something. I want to build something, and with my partners, build is exactly 
what we will do.” 

“You're nuts. You’ve got no infrastructure, youve got no population, 
youve got no partners—” 

“I have all the partners I need. And what they have, Major, is money. 
That will give us everything we need, or are going to need, down the line. 
Everything else is negotiable. Details,” he said, picking up the stool and 
walking out without looking back. 
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It was just after noon, and the insects had come out to play. They swarmed 
the Ghosts, searching for exposed flesh to land on and sample. The 
repellent they'd been provided proved only marginally useful, and things 
were so bad that Holt was wondering out loud about a dip in the river to try 
to shake some of the bugs off. 

“How’s the helmet looking, Holt?” Weaver asked as he brought the boat 
in to shore. 

“Well know in a little bit,” Holt answered. “Why the stop? Lunch 
break?” 

“Got to check in with the Old Man. Also, my arms are tired.” 

“You could let me steer?” 

“Not on your life.” The boat hummed to a stop amidst a tangle of 
exposed roots and wet dirt. The familiar buzz in his ear let Weaver know the 
commsat was passing directly overhead. He pulled out the comms rig and 
set up the collapsible antenna for signal boost. “Hope the tree cover doesn't 
bust up the channel.” 

“Unlikely,” Holt replied. “What’s actually going to happen is—” He 
looked around, caught himself, and dropped to silence. 

“I swear, Holt, I'll be interested later. Right now, got a call to make.” 
Weaver activated the rig and started the call. 

“OVERLORD, this is BLUECAT. Do you copy?” 

“Reading you loud and clear.” Mitchell’s voice echoed back through the 
headset. “Status?” 

“Catch number one has been delivered to the fisherman. We are 
currently inbound on our second fishing grounds. Hoping for an easier 
catch this time.” 

“Roger that. You got enough bait?” 

He looked over at where Midas was swapping out spent magazines. 
“Should be enough as long as this doesn’t turn into an extended expedition.” 

“Roger that. We've got a better fix on where the fish are biting. Going 
to upload those coordinates to you now. Latest IMINT shows they’ve 
hacked an airstrip and what looks like a helo pad out of the jungle at the 


site. Im guessing pretty soon, everyone’s going to know about your new 
fishing hole, unless you do something to keep it on the down low.” 

“Just interested in two particular fish, sir. And avoiding the piranha. 
BLUECAT out.” 

“Copy that, BLUECAT. Happy fishing. This is OVERLORD out.” 

“So what does this mean for us?” Midas asked. “The airstrip? Are they 
bringing in reinforcements?” 

“Could be,” Nomad acknowledged. “Or they could have found some 
friends who wanted to stop by. We won't know until we get there.” 

“Bigger question is, are we going to have to worry about air cover?” Holt 
was, as usual, more direct. “Cause I left my LAW in my other pants.” 

“We'll be fine without your little rocket launcher. They’re not going to 
be carving a runway long enough for anything serious out here. I’m more 
worried about helos. But either way, we know about it now, so the list of 
possible unpleasant surprises gets a lot smaller.” 

“From your mouth to God’s ears,” Holt answered. 

An electronic chirp indicated the uploaded coordinates had arrived, and 
Weaver punched them up on his HUD. ‘The target location was just at the 
edge of their cruising range if they hoped to make it back downriver under 
their own power, just off the Rio Negro itself. Cruising directly up to it 
wasnt an option, which meant finding another approach that would work 
for getting the hostages out quickly without exposing the boat to enemy 
eyes. 

Fortunately, as Midas pointed out, there was a small tributary of the 
main river trunk that snaked north and east into the wilderness downriver 
from the site. Heading up that channel, then humping it across the jungle 
to the site, made the most sense. 

It wasn't a good plan, Weaver admitted, but it had potential. And so he 
turned the boat up the tributary, its waters a slightly muddier variant of the 
impenetrable black of the Rio Negro. With Weaver steering and Midas at 
the prow calling out obstacles, they'd slowly motored their way upstream, 
seeing no one and hearing nothing but the local wildlife and the gurgle of 
the rushing water. 

The tributary took a sharp bend north, leading closer to the target site. 
Weaver navigated the boat as best he could until the waterway became 


almost too narrow to turn around in. “End of the line,” he said. “Any 
farther, I’m going to have to back us out of here.” 

“Yeah.” Holt took a critical look around. “We might have to leave in a 
hurry.” 

He leaped onshore with a rope and tied the boat to a particularly sturdy 
tree. Weaver followed him. “Midas, you got us an optimum route to the 
site?” 

Midas tapped his wrist control and sent the image of a map to the other 
two. 

“Roger that. Here’s our best route to the location where Kwan and 
Messina were being held. The terrain looks flat, and Pm not seeing any 
significant obstacles. East of here, it starts to get a lot more mountainous, 
but we're at the edge of the forest plain. As long as the foliage doesn't slow 
us down too much, we should make good time. The same goes for the way 
back, obviously, even with the packages.” 

Weaver started pulling gear out of the boat and putting it on the shore. 
“Midas, I do believe that is the longest thing I’ve ever heard you say.” 

Midas gave a grin. “It’s the longest thing that needed saying.” He 
turned to Holt. “Any luck with the helmet?” 

“I thought you'd never ask.” He looked from Weaver to Midas and back 
again. “I think I can get that pulse out. But before I do it, what’s the plan if 
I get a response, and Nomad’s a hundred miles in the wrong direction? 
We've barely got enough kit to make this work for one more stop. We try 
two, and...” His voice trailed off, leaving no doubt as to what he thought 
would happen. 

Weaver and Midas looked at each other. “We do the mission,” Weaver 
finally said, through gritted teeth. “It has always been this: We do the 
mission. Midas?” 

Tight-lipped, he agreed. “Mission first. Ihen we go back and do what 
we have to do.” 

“As long as we're clear.” Holt brought up the helmet and made a few 
adjustments, then tapped a couple of commands into his wrist console. 
“Here goes nothing.” 

The eyepiece on Nomad’s helmet flared to life, a brilliant blue in the 
gloom under the trees. A brief flurry of diagnostics flew across the HUD, 
and then suddenly there was a loud crackling sound as the smell of burned 


rubber filled the air. The eyepiece flickered and flared, and then went dark as 
a small jet of flame burst out of the side of the helmet’s processor unit. 
“Shit, shit, shit,” Holt said, and dropped it. It hit the ground, rolled, and 
went into the water with an angry hiss. 

The Ghosts looked at each other for a moment. “That’s coming out of 
my paycheck, isn’t it,” Holt said sadly. 

“Well, I'm not going in after it,” Weaver said. “You learn free-diving on 
the bayou? Cause that could help right about now.” 

Midas ignored their banter. “The coordinates? Did you get the ping?” 

“Give me one minute and I'll find out.” Holt typed in a series of 
commands on the forearm console, then waited. 

A minute later, there was an electronic chirp, and Holt said, “Oh, you 
have got to be kidding me!” 

“Holt?” 

“Tm going to send through the location,” Holt said. “Hang on.” 

The image of the map blinked onto the other men’s HUDs. “This looks 
familiar—” Midas began. 

“Let me send you the map for the Kwan-Messina site.” Holt said. ‘There 
was another chirp. 

“I don't freaking believe it,” Weaver said. “They took him to the same 
site. He’s got to be in with the other hostages.” 

“It’s too easy,” Hold said. “It’s got to be a trap.” 

“How many detention facilities you think they've got down here?” 
Weaver demanded. 

“Look, man, just because you want it to be this simple—” 

“It’s not about what I want, it’s about the job. And this says the job just 
got a whole hell of a lot easier.” 

“Both of you, knock it off.” Weaver and Holt turned to look at Midas. 
“We can only move based on the intel we have. This is what we got. If it’s a 
trap, we go in with our eyes open. If it’s just their logistics working in our 
favor, even better. But this is where we have to go.” He shot Holt a glance. 
“Unless youd rather comb all of Amazonas on foot?” 

Holt shook his head. “It’s not that, it’s just... got a bad feeling, that’s all. 
I don’t trust good news in the field.” 

“Trust your own work, then,” Weaver said. “And we're Ghosts. We don’t 


get luck. We make luck.” 
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CHAPTER 16 


Another humiliating feeding, another visit from Urbina. 

“Were getting close,” he announced as he sat down. “Normally, Id have 
one of my lieutenants bring you the news, but I do enjoy watching you try 
not to react. Your training is quite good.” 

“And your English is excellent.” 

“Thank you. Your government paid for my lessons.” 

Nomad tried to keep the surprise off his face and failed. “I was recruited 
as a double agent. Your CIA was very eager to get people inside Chavez’s 
government and military. It was easy to convince them that I was looking to 
sell out. My handlers heard what they wanted to hear, and as a result, they 
were very generous with knowledge, with money, with equipment. And 
then, I turned them in, because I was many things, but not a traitor.” 

“You are one now. Or does declaring yourself independent somehow fall 
out of that category?” 

Urbina picked his words carefully. “The government I gave my oath to 
no longer exists. You cannot betray what you were never a part of. The idiots 


in Caracas, they may claim to be Chavezistas, but they are the real 
betrayers.” 

“Why do I have trouble believing your story? There was nothing in your 
jacket about you having been recruited as a US asset.” 

“Because,” Urbina grinned humorlessly, “the CIA does not like to 
advertise its failures. Especially not to the Pentagon. I learned a lot, you see, 
when those handlers were taken. I got to practice on them. Much of what 
they said was nonsense, of course, but sometimes you can tease out little bits 
of truth. And that is what I got. Little bits of truth about them, about the 
CIA, about your country—all very useful in my career.” 

“And what is that career? What’s it come to? Kidnapping scientists by 
accident in the middle of nowhere?” 

“The scientists were an accident. If it hadn't cost me so many men, I 
would almost thank you for solving that problem for me. Live and learn, 
yes?” 

“And the other two?” 

Urbina looked genuinely puzzled. “What other two? I’ve taken no more 
hostages, and my men haven't done so, either.” 

“You know exactly who I’m talking about. Messina and Kwan. The 
archaeologists.” 

“The archaeologists?” Urbina tilted his head back and laughed. “Oh, no. 
I think someone fed you some bad intel. Those two arent being held 
hostage here at all. The only person being kept here against his will is you, 
and we'll clear that up soon enough.” 

He rose from his stool. “PI let you think on that. In the meantime, my 
imaginary partners in Bolivia are expecting a phone call about where to put 
a refinery site. Good day.” 


* k k 


The ground was drier on this march, though not by much, and the ground 
slightly rockier. There was no path to follow, no game trail headed their way, 
just endless jungle. Initially Midas took point, but all three took turns 
swinging the machete as needed. 


Early on, Holt started grousing about all the warnings he'd gotten about 
wildlife without having actually seen any. Midas offered to find a fer-de- 
lance for him to take home as a pet, which ended that conversation quickly. 
Beyond that, they moved in silence. 

When they closed on the coordinates Nomad’s gear had given them, 
Weaver called a halt. “We should be hitting some sort of surveillance 
perimeter soon. Maybe scouts, maybe cameras, maybe God-knows-what. 
Holt, you want to take point? Youre better at sniffing out the gear than the 
rest of us.” 

“Tve been keeping a close eye for the last two hours. Didnt want to run 
into any surprises.” 

“Did you find any?” 

“The only surprise would be if I didnt find any.” Holt’s tone was 
uncharacteristically grim. “What’s our ROE if we do see a sentry?” 

Midas answered, “Sneak around if we can, quiet kill if we can’t. We can't 
allow them to get word back.” 

“We drop a sentry, and the clock starts ticking anyway,” Holt pointed 
out. 

“We don't, and the alarm goes off.” Weaver cocked his head and looked 
at Holt. “Man, Nomad’s not here. You dont have to play the loyal 
opposition.” 

“Someone’s got to,” Holt shot back. “Nomad’s your buddy. Your 
judgment’s compromised. Midas, youre smart as hell but you're green, 
doing the go-along-getalong thing. Someone’s got to call out the bear traps 
before we walk into them.” 

“We walk into this as a team,” Weaver insisted. 

“I want the team to walk out again. Look, we’ve gotta think about this 
before we go in.” 

“Maybe we've all already thought about it, Holt.” Holt turned to Midas, 
surprised. 

Midas continued, “Were all professionals. Calling out the basics— 
youre second-guessing yourself. Secondguessing all of us. You're better than 
that. None of us have anything to prove. We've just got a job to do.” 

“Well, damn,” Holt said finally. “My mouth has been well and truly 
shut. Let us go do this thing.” 


Weaver quirked an eyebrow. “You serious?” 


“As death. Midas don’t talk much, but when he does, you better listen.” 
He put his hand out, and Midas handed him the machete. “Let’s go see 


what’s waiting for us.” 
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They heard the camp before they saw it. It was big and loud, and the sounds 
of human activity punched into the jungle in a way that drowned everything 
else out. Ihe Ghosts had bypassed one sentry on the way in, noting the 
man’s position for future reference on the exfil. But there were no cameras, 
no tripwires or mines or booby traps. The size and remoteness of the camp 
made those who ran it confident that no intruder would find it and that no 
one would attack in force. 

They'd dropped behind a small rise that gave a good view of the camp. 
Midas had moved ahead slightly to a rock outcropping, getting to get a 
sense of the layout, while Weaver and Holt hung back. 

They could see that the main camp was laid out efficiently, and with the 
intent to make something permanent. It had been set up close to the river, 
with a small boathouse and a dock sitting on the water. A series of armed 
riverine craft bobbed in the current. Most were converted commercial boats 
with mounted weapons. Mixed in were a pair of new-looking G-25 
Guardians, riverine hunter-killer boats whose production had been licensed 
out to UNOCAR and which had been tweaked for these river conditions. 
Sentries stood guard at the waterside. As they watched, a second G-25 
came in and disgorged a quartet of soldiers. Others immediately leapt in 
and began refueling the vessel and reloading its three mounted guns for its 
next run out. 

As for the camp proper, it had been laid out with forethought and 
intelligence. There was one road in, one road out, and an orderly set of 
small, prefab buildings was set up on a grid. Surrounding them was a ring 
of tents, and the jungle had been cleared to a distance of twenty meters on 
all sides to prevent anyone from getting too close while still under cover. 
Light poles jutted up here and there, promising islands of illumination in 
the ocean of rain forest darkness. Razor wire at the edge of the green served 
to discourage animals and other unwanted visitors from wandering into 


camp. Patrols swept the space, while tree-mounted cameras scanned the 
jungle. Soldiers wearing a hodgepodge of uniforms and insignia moved 
through the camp with discipline and purpose. Most carried AK-103s as 
well as sidearms, and they looked lean and tested by the elements. On the 
side away from the river was a motor pool housing several jeeps. Instead of 
the ubiquitous pickups, there was also a series of blocky M35 Fenix cargo 
trucks that looked shockingly new as well as a sizable contingent of 
construction equipment two-thirds covered in jungle mud. A fuel tanker sat 
off to the side of the road, well back from the main camp, to mitigate the 
possible damage from a fire. ‘The airstrip lay beyond it. 

Weaver had seen jungle airstrips before. Most seemed like they'd been 
hacked out of the foliage with minimum effort, just wide and long enough 
to allow something to take off and smoothed just enough to keep axles from 
snapping on landing. 

This one, on the other hand, looked like professional work. ‘The airstrip 
was eight meters wide and more than 200 long, meticulously carved from 
the jungle. It sat maybe fifty meters away from the camp proper, running 
northeast-southwest in a way that led it past the encampment instead of 
riding right up to it. The strip itself had been clear-cut and hammered flat, 
the hard-packed dirt seeming more like reddish concrete than soil. A lone 
windsock flew on one side, flapping languidly in the occasional breeze, and 
a massive berm had been built up at one end. Next to the airstrip, attached 
by a short path, was a moderately sized clearing pressed into use as a 
helipad. It, too, had been carved out and maintained with an attention to 
detail; a small shed at the near side housed what looked to be barrels of fuel. 
A hulking Sikorsky S-61 sat square in the middle of the pad, its aging 
fuselage painstakingly painted in jungle camo. The view was obscured by the 
camo netting thrown over the bird; more attempts had been made to 
disguise the runway and the helipad proper. 

“Are you all seeing what I’m seeing?” 

“Roger that, Weaver. A Sea King. I didn’t know any of those were still 
flying.” Holt sounded impressed despite himself. “The question is, what’s it 
doing here?” 

“Bolivarian Defense Force was still running a couple last time I checked. 
I’m guessing the Amazonas types nationalized it.” 


“They also strapped a couple of guns to it,” Midas added. “Still, it feels 
like a weak excuse for an air force.” 

“Better than anything else around here,” Holt retorted. “I’m thinking we 
cant just go in, guns blazing. We dont know where the hostages are; we 
dont know where Nomad is; we dont know how many they’ve got; and we 
don't have the numbers for a stand-up fight. So, we watch?” 

Weaver answered. “We watch. Wish we still had your drone, but as long 
as were wishing for things, might as well wish for the 25th Infantry to 
show up with bells on.” 

There was silence for a moment. “That would be pretty sweet,” Holt said 
finally. Weaver and Midas laughed. “Gonna swing right, try to get a 
different angle. Check-in at 1600?” 

“Roger that,” Weaver replied. “Midas, you want to swing toward the 
river, see what you can see from there?” 

“Copy that.” The two men moved, while Weaver crouched down and 
watched. 
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They observed the camp in silence, Holt and Midas sliding to their 
respective positions quickly and without complication. All three concurred; 
the camp was a model of efficiency. Sentries held their posts without 
fidgeting or smoking, blending into the forest so well that Weaver had to 
switch to NVG in the gathering twilight to find them. There was no 
bravado here, no squabbling or messing around. The buildings were cleared 
of vines and creepers; the paths between them and the tents were clear and 
solid; and the movements of the men stationed here were clean and 
purposeful. 

“It occurs to me,” said Weaver after a few more minutes of observation, 
“that the guys we're seeing here don't even seem like they’re part of the same 
outfit as the guys down at the border. And I think I know why.” 

“Do tell.” Holt watched a pair of soldiers exit a large tent near the 
center of the encampment, then head out into the jungle at a brisk trot. 

“All these guys got sent down here and forgotten, right? They got put on 
a helo and sent to the ass end of the Amazon. Now who do you send off 


like that?” 

“Fuck-ups. Guys you don’t want around in case the shit hits the fan.” 

Weaver nodded. “Right. And those, I think, were the guys we saw down 
on the water. Maybe even the ones who were hassling the village. But who 
else do you send?” Holt thought for a minute. “The guys who really, really 
like it out here>” 

“Yup.” Weaver's face was stony. “The badasses. I knew this was going to 
get worse.” 

“Doesn't matter if we're up against minor leaguers or the all-star team. 
Like you said, we're here to do a job. And we do it. Everything else is 
details.” 

“Yeah, but these are some details. You see the unit insignia on those 
two? Same one as Urbina.” 

Holt continued to peer down at the camp. “Ihen wed best not get 
captured, too, cause I hear those guys know how to work a body. Which 
brings us back to the hostages.” 

Midas was pessimistic. “Depending on how they’ve been treated, they 
might not be in any shape to walk. We can’t carry them and fight at the 
same time.” 

Weaver’s expression was dark. “We’ll assess the situation when we see 
them. If they can't run, then we need to make sure there’s no pursuit.” 

“That sounds like it would be a good idea if we were extracting Usain 
goddamned Bolt. You saw how messy it was last time. And now were up 
against guys who are better-prepped and just plain better. Plus, there’s the 
airstrip, whatever that means.” 

Weaver pointed up. “I think we’re about to find out.” 

He heard it then, the low drone of a small plane engine, getting louder. 
“Recognize that?” Weaver asked. “Cessna Denali. What the hell is one of 
them doing out here?” 

“Maybe we should go ask them.” 

“That would be a spectacularly bad idea. Holt, youre closest. What have 
we got?” 

“She’s coming in... I wouldn't think this runway would be long enough, 
but they've got a good pilot, maybe. Hey, there’s a logo on the tail. 
Corporate. Small, but I think I can make it out. Trying to zoom in... holy 
crap. Oil company. What the hell?” 


“There arent supposed to be any oil deposits here,” Midas chimed in. 
“What could they be interested in?” 

“Dunno.” Holt was back on the case as the propeller’s whine got louder. 
“Here she comes, and... she’s down.” And indeed, the plane dropped 
expertly onto the runway and cruised to a halt well short of the berm. As it 
eased to a stop, soldiers rushed out to help the passenger off the plane. ‘The 
first was a man in a dark blue bespoke suit, silver-haired and red-faced, 
looking like someone had poured a drill rig wildcatter into a dark-blue 
Brooks Brothers three-piece. Behind him, keeping an ostentatious 
difference, was a small, slightly potbellied man with dark hair and an olive 
complexion. He was dressed in a button-down short-sleeve shirt and 
khakis, and he looked like hed just been viciously awakened from a nap. 
‘The first man chatted briefly with one of the soldiers greeting them, slapped 
the soldier on the back, and then turned to face a small party that was 
approaching on foot from the center of camp. The second merely stood 
back, arms folded across his chest, and watched. 

“Oh, shit. Are you two seeing what I’m seeing?” Holt asked. 

“That’s Urbina heading over there!” Even Midas sounded surprised. 
“None of this adds up. What’s he doing here? Why is he talking to these 
people? Where are the hostages—” 

“And what the hell is Nomad doing in the middle of all this?” 

“Couple of bodyguards are getting off the plane too, now,” Holt added. 
“Tm surprised they didn’t go first. Oil guy and his buddy have gotta feel 
pretty comfortable. Now why would that be?” 

“I dont know,” Weaver said. “But I’ve got a bad feeling about it. Get 
pictures, Holt. Get lots of pictures.” 
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CHAPTER 17 


Instead of a meal, Nomad got visitors, and a gag. The latter was supplied by 
Hernán, who had been assigned regular guard duty by the colonel for some 
imagined infraction, and who resented Nomad more every hour as a result. 

“Dont even try to talk,” he warned Nomad, then snapped to attention 
as the door opened and a pair of burly PMC types entered. The pair were 
roided up and dressed to impress, showing off how badass and 
ostentatiously armed and earpieced they were. The one on the left nodded 
and murmured something into his mic, and then the door opened again. 
The two bodyguards flanked the doorway as three more men came through: 
a red-faced businessman in a suit that screamed Wall Street, not Amazon 
jungle; a shorter man dressed like hed made a wrong turn at an accountants’ 
convention; and behind him, Col. Urbina. 

“What the hell are we looking at, Urbina?” asked the accountant, 
pulling his sunglasses off his face in annoyance. Nomad immediately revised 
his assessment of the man; the package said pencil-pusher, but the eyes were 
those of a stone killer. 


“Gotta agree with El Pulpo here,” added the American. White-haired 
and muscular, he had hands that had obviously seen hard labor in their 
time, and his accent was straight out of a Texas oil field. “I thought that 
whole hostage business was over and done with.” 

“You were worried about security, Mr. Briggs. Allow me to show you 
proof of what our border security can do. You are looking at one of the 
American government’s most expensive soldiers, who attempted to disrupt a 
field operation of ours. He failed.” 

The man’s face got impressively red as Urbina spoke. “Let me get this 
straight, Colonel. You’ve got a US Army Special Forces guy tied to a chair, 
and this is supposed to reassure me? What this means is that not only does 
that pack of jackasses in Washington know what were up to, but they’re 
moving to stop it.” 

“He has no idea what’s actually going on, and neither do his superiors. 
His unit had been sent in to rescue some kidnapped archaeologists.” He said 
the last word with particular emphasis, and it had the desired effect as 
Briggs burst into laughter. 

“Oh did he? Good luck finding those, son.” He chuckled. 

“Cut the crap, Urbina,” the man called El Pulpo— the octopus—said. 
“My people want nothing to do with people like him. You draw attention 
from the American government, you lose our interest.” 

“Relax,” Urbina said, gesturing expansively. “He won't be here long 
enough to be a problem.” 

Briggs frowned and turned to Urbina. “Seeing as the man was on a wild 
goose chase and you cant keep him here or old Pulpo there is gonna crap 
bricks, what exactly were you planning to do with him? I mean, we can't 
have him going back to the States, but just killing him don’t sit quite right.” 

“I can promise you, he is not going back to the United States. Currently 
our friend is the subject of a bidding war between certain elements in the 
Russian government, two theoretically allied governments, and a 
representative of a certain non-state actor. Each of them have a use for him 
and none would send him home when they were finished. The Russians 
even paid extra to keep the US out of the bidding. And in the meantime, it 
is, as you say, cash on the barrelhead.” 

“Huh.” Briggs rubbed his chin with thick, calloused fingers. “Sorry 
about this, son,” he said. “Hate to see this happen to a good man. But 


business is business, and somebody’s got to be the price of doing it.” 

“Bullshit.” El Pulpo stalked over to Nomad. “Selling him off is an idiot 
plan. Too many ways for it to go wrong, too many possible leaks. Kill him, 
Urbina. Kill him and dump the body in the river, and do it quick. ‘The last 
thing you want is to attract attention from US Special Forces.” 

Urbina waved him off. “They wont come after him. Not here. It’s too 
risky. And he’ll be gone before the Americans even know I had him.” 

“They don't need to come after him. If he’s got a GPS implant, they can 
just send an airstrike.” 

“They're not going to violate international airspace. They still pretend 
that matters, as long as they can sneak men like this—” he gestured at 
Nomad “— over the border to do their dirty work instead. He’s a prize of 
war and I’m treating him like one. And when he doesnt come back, maybe 
they'll be a little less interested in sending another one like him.” 

“Santa Blanca is going to be very wary of doing business in a place that 
has a bull’s-eye painted on it by Uncle Sam.” 

“Tell your backers they have nothing to worry about. This one—” he 
jerked a thumb at Nomad again “—is going to be just one more man eaten 
by the jungle.” 

“Youd better pray you're right,” Pulpo growled. 

Looking uncomfortable, Briggs took a step back. “I think were done 
here, don't you?” 

Urbina nodded. “As you wish. We don't need to discuss business in front 
of him, Im sure.” The odd procession filed out in reverse order, the 
bodyguards moving so quickly Hernán was nearly trampled. 
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Urbina went last. As he was leaving, he looked back over his shoulder at 
Nomad. “I told you I had partners. Mr. Briggs, the cartel—the money will 
flow. And you will see what I build here. Or perhaps you won't. Hernán?” 

“Yes, Colonel?” 

“Wait a couple of minutes, and then take off the gag.” “Yes, Colonel.” 
He snapped off a salute, which Urbina returned before walking out into the 
jungle twilight. 
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“I think Pve ID'ed the building that Nomad’s in.” Midas’s voice broke hours 
of silent observation. 

“How you figure, Midas?” Holt sounded more curious than challenging. 

“Third building in on the left. Prefab. Guard out front. I’ve seen them 
bring a meal in a couple of times. Just saw the guard go in and grab a 
bucket.” 

“Could be Nomad, could be the hostages,” said Weaver. “Why you 
figure it’s our guy?” 

“One meal, not two.” Midas paused for a moment. “Actually, that’s odd. 
I haven't seen meals taken anywhere else in this place. Just to that one 
building.” 

“So either the hostages are being kept in the mess hall or things just got 
even more interesting.” Weaver chewed on that for a minute. “Which 
means the hostages are dead, moved, or being punished. Two cases out of 
three means Nomad’s the only objective here.” 

“You sure youre not seeing what you want to see?” Holt asked. “I get 
the logic, but it’s awful convenient.” 

“You keep watching the HQ. What’s the latest?” 

“The traveling party went into the hut Midas [D’ed a couple of hours 
ago. Since then, they’ve been holed up in HQ. The jet’s being refueled as we 
speak and theyre moving lights onto the runway—I’m guessing they’re 
prepping for a night takeoff.” 

“Got a match on the visitor?” 

“And the muscle. The guy from the plane is Jerry Briggs, from 
Oklahoma. Big shot with Caton Oil. Heads their new projects division.” 


“You pull that from the satellite link?” 

“Nope. Remembered him from when his company put a couple of 
platforms just off the Louisiana coast and one of them burped a few 
thousand gallons of crude oil all over my favorite beach. He showed up in 
the aftermath to kiss some hands and shake some babies and wrote a couple 
of what were probably bad checks to the cleanup effort. If he’s here, that 
company’s not messing around.” 

“Roger that. And the bodyguards?” 

“Insignia on their shirts gave them away. They work for a PMC called 
Watchgate. Big in the oil business. They get a lot of contracts for protecting 
wells and refineries in rough country.” 

“It doesnt get much rougher than this. And I think we just figured out 
why that mook you dropped at the compound spoke English. Midas, what’s 
your take?” 

“The guard just went back into the building. I can confirm the visit 
earlier. It lasted about ten minutes. Guard shifts run four hours. This one 
has about an hour to go.” 

“That gives us our window. Okay. We can’t take on the whole camp. So 
we need most of the camp doing something else. Like putting out a big-ass 
fire. Midas, time for you and Holt to switch posts. Then I want you to 
figure out a targeting solution on anything that looks flammable. Start with 
the fuel truck and work up a list from there. If you can ID an ammo dump, 
prioritize it.” 

“Won't they be expecting something like that after the raid where we 
rescued Crotty?” 

“If they think we're going to repeat that, they'll be watching for drones 
and EMPs first. I wanna get straight to the good stuff.” 

“If you say so,” Midas answered doubtfully. 

“Their own damn fault for putting the good stuff out where we could see 
it.” 

Despite himself, Midas grinned. “On the move.” 

“Holt, you and I are going to get Nomad. We’ve got the pattern on the 
patrols, just need to get through the wire. Once were in, Midas lights 
things up. We pull Nomad out and fall back into the jungle, lay low until 
we can get back to the boat.” 


“You realize, if this goes sideways, were fucked.” Holt’s tone was light 
but strained. 

“I am aware of that,” Weaver replied. “But you can say that about every 
damn op.” 

“Yeah, but the odds are a little longer on this one than most ops. No 
backup, no helo for exfil, numbers on their side, they've got air cover and 
we're down a man going in. ‘This is not a recipe for success.” 

“Neither is bitching about how bad the odds are, Holt. Try to figure out 
a way to even those odds a little more, but if you cant do that, at least you 
can stop making them worse by pissing me off.” 

“Tm just saying,” Holt grumbled. “Sorry.” 

“It’s cool. Youre blowing off steam. Just don’t need to be dealing with 
that right now, you understand?” 

“Yeah.” Holt paused. “But we're still fucked.” 

“Fucked is as fucked does,” Weaver said calmly. “Now, do you have any 
actual suggestions, or do we roll?” 

“T like it up to the ‘getting out of here’ part,” Holt said. “Any chance we 
could work on—holy crap, you're not going to believe this.” 

“Tm seeing it, too,” Midas added. “Td say that’s visual confirmation.” 

“Confirmation of what?” 

“Nomad just exited the building where he was being held. And he looks 
pissed.” 


x k Ok 


The first duty of the prisoner is to escape. 

Nomad knew the mantra as well as anyone, though he'd never had to 
put it into practice. But hed heard enough from Urbina, and it was time to 
break out. The trick being, he still wasn’t sure quite how to go about it. 

Hernan had long since retreated to his post outside to glower in silence, 
leaving Nomad to his own devices, which were few. The bucket he was 
allowed to use for his necessaries was in the back right corner, thankfully 
empty. Besides that there was, of course, the chair, a clunky metal thing in 
late-sixties institutional style that had been bolted to the floor, which had 


been his prison and was his best hope for a weapon. If, of course, he could 
get out of it. 

If they'd left him his boots, he reflected, it would have been no problem, 
as it was easy enough to rig up a quick friction saw with the laces. But 
they'd stripped him barefoot, the better to hinder any sort of escape 
attempt. And without them, he was going to have to do this the hard way. 

His hands were ziptied to the back of the chair, instead of the arms, 
making it harder for him to escape. Theyd pulled the ties painfully tight, 
which was both good and bad. Bad in that he was already starting to lose 
feeling in his fingers; good in that a tight ziptie was a ziptie under strain 
and therefore easier to rupture. 

He tried pulling on the tie, flexing his shoulders in hopes of snapping 
the bond. It didn’t work; the angle was too tight, and the wound in his 
shoulder robbed him of the strength that might have gotten the job done. 
Next up was seeing if he could saw through the ties on the surface of the 
chair, but here, too, he was defeated. The range of motion he had simply 
wasn't wide enough to build up sufficient friction. 

Which left one option, and that was going to be painful. 

Briefly, he wondered how the others were doing. They'd be coming back 
for him, that much he knew. But that wasn’t going to do a lot of good if he 
was already bundled onto a plane to a GRU gulag or some terrorist 
compound. And the way Urbina had been talking, whichever option it was 
would be decided soon. 

Taking a deep breath, he tucked his right leg in onto the seat of the 
chair, under his body. He followed with the left, leaving him effectively 
crouching on the chair. Slowly, carefully, he stood, his shoulder agonizingly 
painful as the pull on his arms increased. The chair groaned and he 
crouched and waited for it to steady; too much noise would attract Hernan’s 
attention, and then hed be screwed. 

The noises subsided, and he took a series of deep breaths. 

If he couldn't move his arms to build up the energy to pop the ties, then 
he'd have to move the rest of himself, letting his body generate the force his 
arms couldn't. He'd done this once before, in Germany, to win a bar bet 
with a couple of MPs, but he'd had two working shoulders then, and wasn’t 
feeling a whole lot of pain in any case. 

He'd won the bet. This time, the stakes were higher. 


He let himself drop. And at the last second, he wrenched his hands 
apart, as hard as he could. 

The ziptie snapped, plastic scattering everywhere. He came down hard, 
slamming off the seat and onto the floor. The chair wobbled once, then 
settled back onto its legs. And Nomad crouched, motionless, waiting for the 
noise to attract the guard. 

The guard didn’t come. 

He stood slowly, careful to not make any noise, trying not to press his 
luck. Still, there was nothing from outside the tent. 

Nomad flexed his arms experimentally. The feeling was flooding back 
into his swollen and numb fingers; the pain in his shoulder had subsided a 
bit. And he was free. 

Nomad took another look at the chair, the only other thing in the room. 
It really was old-school military issue, designed to be as durable and 
uncomfortable as possible. Hed spent years sitting in similar chairs in 
briefing rooms around the world. The whole thing was painted a flat gray, 
scratched and nicked here and there to show gray metal underneath. 

An experimental shove told him that the bolts to the floor weren't going 
to give. But if the bolts were strong, closer examination showed that the 
welds and joins on the various pieces were unwieldy and poorly done. A 
couple of solid hits, and the whole thing would likely break into its 
component parts. But that would mean noise, which would mean alerting 
Hernan. 


Which left the bucket. 


INTERLUDE —- NOMAD 


One of the two men was Salvatore, the other one was Hume, and Nomad 
swore to himself that if they got out of this alive, he was going to remember 
which one was which. 

The three of them were pinned down in what had apparently once been 
a convenience store, before things had gotten hot in downtown Mexico 
City. Rebels had mounted a coup attempt and fighting had broken out all 
over the country, but the heat was highest here, in the capital. And caught 
in the middle were the US troops that had only been allowed on Mexican 
soil by special dispensation in the first place. 

The more immediate concern, however, was the squad of Mexican 
soldiers spraying the store with automatic weapons fire while Nomad and 
his new companions ducked for cover as best they could. 

“What the hell unit are you from, anyway?” Nomad yelled over the 
sound of the gunfire. “And is there any chance your friends are coming for 
you?” 

“Group for Specialized Tactics,” came the reply from Salvatore, or 
maybe Hume. 

“What the hell? I thought you were a training unit.” The man closer to 
the front of the store—Nomad was pretty sure it was Hume—reached up 
and blind-fired at the encroaching enemies. There was a grunt of pain, and 
then the suppressive fire stopped for a minute while someone shouted 
urgently in Spanish for a medic. Then they opened up again, the thunder of 
the guns punctuated with the occasional cymbal crash of shattered glass as a 
bullet found an unbroken bottle. 


“A lot of folks think that,” said the soldier crouching behind the counter 
—almost certainly Salvatore— as he pulled a grenade from his belt. “You're 
gonna wanna get ready in about five seconds.” 

“Are you crazy? We don't have enough—” 

Salvatore rose up and slung the grenade sidearm out the ruined front 
window. It hit off broken asphalt and concrete once with a sharp, metallic 
ping, then rolled to a stop. The gunfire abruptly cut off as the men outside 
threw themselves to the ground or scrambled for cover, shouting in panic. 
As one, Salvatore and Hume rose and sprayed the area in front of the store 
with precise shots, dropping enemy soldiers with mechanical precision. 

“Get down!” Nomad yelled. 

“It’s a dud,” Salvatore replied cheerfully. “Always carry one with me. 
Now let’s get out of here before the survivors figure it out. Hume?” 

“Back door. Follow me. Move!” 

Nomad moved, Salvatore following close behind. Hume hit the back 
door of the shop, a sturdy-looking metal slab, with his shoulder, and it 
popped open. He dove through, the other two firing, just as one of the rebel 
soldiers out front figured out hed been duped and opened fire. A hail of 
bullets chased them out the back door into an alley half-blocked with 
broken masonry and abandoned trash bins. 

“Keep running!” Salvatore shouted, cutting left. Hume paused, turned, 
and fired a burst back into the store before following, flanking Nomad as 
they ran. 

“I thought you said that grenade was a dud!” 

“The one I threw out front was. The one I left in the shop—” 

The sound of the detonation cut him off. A jet of debris blasted out the 
open back door, and then there was silence. 

“That one was real,” Hume finished. “Now, soldier, what the hell are we 
going to do with you?” 

“Tm hoping you won't shoot me.” Hume and Salvatore exchanged 
glances. Salvatore smirked. 

“Screw it, weve worked with worse. And this is looking a little familiar.” 

“Lightning strikes twice.” Salvatore turned back to Nomad. “Separated 
from your unit?” 

“Yeah. We were supposed to be helping secure the area around the 
Zocalo when a column of Panhards rolled up flying the national colors. We 


let our guard down, and they pulled down the flags and opened up. We 
scattered, those of us who could. Can't raise anyone else.” 

“Damn, that’s cold.” Salvatore chewed on his lower lip for a minute. 
“Okay, you're with us until we hook up with another friendly unit you can 
slide over to. Until then, you follow orders, you keep your mouth shut, and 
you dont ask what were doing or why we're doing it. Cause if I told you, 
Hume here would have to shoot you, and he hates doing that.” 

“It’s true,” Hume said, solemnly nodding. “Now, are we going to stand 
here and get ourselves killed, or are we going to move?” 

As if in emphasis, a series of explosions erupted a few blocks south of 
where they stood. Pillars of smoke and debris rose up, one after another, 
and the sound of rifle fire and the thump of heavier weapons filled the air. A 
squadron of jets screamed overhead, low enough that Nomad could see the 
gold-and-black coiled hawk insignia on their tails. They dumped their 
payloads on the source of the explosions, then banked west and flew off at 
speed. 

The shockwave that hit an instant later threw Nomad to the ground. As 
he picked himself up, he noticed that Hume and Salvatore had both braced 
themselves for the impact and were already on the move. “Crenshaw’s boys 
don't fuck around,” Salvatore said, offering Nomad a hand up. “Time to 
motivate.” 

They jogged up the street, away from the site the jets had just bombed. 
Firing could still be heard in the distance, but it was sporadic; whoever had 
been dug in on that block was likely now buried or pulverized. 

“What’s the mission?” Nomad asked. 

“Extraction,” Hume answered. “Mexican officer who assisted us got 
pulled off the street, and he’s in ‘special holding.’ Which means they’re 
going to shoot his ass. And we’re going to keep that from happening.” 

“We can't get you on our channel.” Salvatore sounded exasperated. “So 
here’s what you need to know: ‘The rebels are going to off him publicly as an 
example, and he’s being held in a scrapyard because we've apparently blown 
the shit out of all the prisons. We're going to go in and get him. If youre 
still with us when we get there, then we will go in and get him, and you will 
provide suppression. Are we good?” 


Nomad nodded. “We’re good.” 


“Whoa, whoa, whoa, hold up.” Hume edged to a stop as they neared a 
corner. “GPS says go left. Cross-com says they've got sentries on the cross 
street.” 

“Drone?” 

“Looking at the feed now.” Nomad could see images flickering across 
the man’s eyepiece, one more advantage they had that he'd only seen in 
prototype, if at all. “Okay. Two behind a barricade at the next intersection. 
Full squad at the entrance to the salvage yard. Got a fix on the building 
they're keeping him in.” He peered around the corner. “Sync the shot?” 

“Roger that.” Salvatore moved behind a parked, miraculously 
undamaged car, and edged toward the intersection. Nomad held back, 
watching. ‘Then Salvatore said “Go,” and they fired simultaneously. 

“Tangos down?” 

“Confirmed. We're clear. Let’s go.” 

They moved up the street, Salvatore and Hume in the lead, Nomad 
trailing. They moved cover to cover, methodically, but not slowly. Finally, 
Hume dropped behind a Mercedes that had seen better days; flying debris 
had done a number on the paint job, and all the driver-side windows had 
been smashed. A single massive bullet hole in the hood announced that this 
car wouldn't be going anywhere under its own power. 

“Damn.” Hume turned to Salvatore. “Someone knocked the drone 
down. HQ is trying to get another UAV in position, but the airspace over 
Mexico City looks like someone threw up a plate of spaghetti.” 

“Got it.” Salvatore looked around. “You hear that?” 

Nomad strained to listen. There was a faint, angry rumble, but mixed 
with the explosions and distant rat-atats of gunfire. “There’s... something? I 
dunno. Maybe the Metro?” 

Salvatore looked unconvinced. “They’re still running trains in this? Then 
they're tougher than New Yorkers, and nobody’s that tough.” Hume rolled 
his eyes, but Salvatore held up a hand to stop any further ribbing. “The 
objective’s over there. Guards are dug in behind sandbags, and the drone 
showed me at least one mounted .50 cal. I say we give the UAV operators a 
couple of minutes. Dig in here. If they can get us some eyes, good. In the 
meantime, we're not getting chewed up advancing over open ground.” 

Hume scowled. “We can engage from here. Drop two before they know 
what hit them. Not like we've got the time to wait.” 


Nomad held up his hand. “Wait. It’s getting louder.” He looked down. 
“Ground’s shaking, too.” 

Hume and Salvatore looked at each other. “Oh, shit.” 

The vehicle powered out of the alley in front of them, knocking over 
stray bits of wall and rubble as it roared toward them. Masonry groaned and 
collapsed as Nomad flung himself clear. Salvatore and Hume were lost in a 
cloud of smoke, one lit up from the inside by intense machine gun fire. 

Nomad hit the ground and rolled. He could see the vehicle; it was an 
ERC-90 tank destroyer that had taken some fire. The vehicle’s armor was 
blackened and crumpled in places, the main gun knocked off true. But the 
engine was clearly intact, and riding up top was a machine gunner 
seemingly intent on blasting his targets into paste. A hail of bullets 
slammed out toward Salvatore’s last known position. Return fire slackened 
and cut off, and when the dust cloud cleared, Salvatore was nowhere to be 
seen. 

Hume, on the other hand, was visibly down and under a pile of rubble. 
A wall had collapsed on him. He was moving, but pinned. 

The gunner and Nomad saw Hume at the same. He shouted something, 
and the tank killer pivoted ponderously. It surged forward, wheels spitting 
up broken brick and concrete as it headed for where Hume lay trapped. 

Without thinking, Nomad moved. His first burst of fire spattered off 
the side of the vehicle as the gunner spun to face the sudden new threat. 
The second took the man in the chest. He squeezed off one final burst that 
carved a vicious semicircle in the pavement and then slumped down. 

But it was still moving, and so was Nomad. Sprinting, he reached the 
ERC-90 and leaped up onto it. The gaps torn in its armor gave him the 
handholds he needed, and he scurried up to where the dead gunner lolled in 
the open hatch. He could hear shouting down below. Desperately trying to 
move the body out of the way, he was dropped a frag down inside and 
threw himself off toward the ground. 

He landed hard, the wind knocked out of him. A jet of material, some 
of it red, blasted out the top of the hatch, and then the tank killer lurched 
to a halt bare inches away from where Hume was still pinned. 

Wincing, Nomad picked himself up and stumbled to Hume. Salvatore 
was already there, moving aside piles of brick. He looked up as Nomad 
reached them. “Nice shooting.” 


“I thought they got you,” Nomad replied, as he dropped down and 
joined in Salvatore’s efforts. “It looked like—” 

“It looked like it was too goddamned close. But what you did, that took 
guts. Don't think we’re going to forget it.” 

“It was just instinct, I swear,” Nomad answered. “Didn't even think 
about it.” 

“Yeah, well, that kind of reaction is exactly what we're looking for in—” 

“Can you two stop giving each other a tongue bath for one minute?” 
Hume struggled to a sitting position. He was covered in dust, and there was 
a nasty cut on his forehead, but he seemed otherwise unharmed. “Because I 
think the guys at the scrapyard just might have heard us?” 

Nomad looked up. A squad of rebel soldiers was advancing on their 
position, an officer shouting orders. 

Hume looked at him and then gestured to the incoming hostiles. “Buy 
us enough time for him to dig me out? Then we got this.” 

Salvatore nodded. “We got this. You game?” 

Nomad said nothing, just lined up his shot and fired at the leading 
hostile. And then the enemy was firing back, and in the back of his mind, 
he heard a small voice saying, Nice to be part of a team, isn't it? 
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CHAPTER 18 


The problem was that Hernan was good. Disciplined and professional, he 
wasn't likely to be taken in by cheap stunts or suddenly convenient cries for 
help. 

Nomad adjusted his stance and a wave of agony emanated from his 
shoulder. He touched the skin around the wound, and it felt warm. 
Probably infected and a definite vulnerability in a fight. 

He walked over to the corner to get the bucket. It was faintly redolent, 
clearly repurposed from an industrial paint job of some sort. The handle 
was metal, but the body was rigid plastic. It was heavy enough to hurt, not 
heavy enough to do real damage. It was all he had. 

Quietly, he picked it up and brought it over to the chair. He sat down, 
took a few deep breaths to center himself, and started dragging the bucket 
back and forth on the concrete floor. It was loud enough to make a racket 
and different-sounding enough to attract attention. At least, that was the 


plan. 


He dragged it back and forth a few more times. There was no response, 
no sign Hernan had even heard. Grimacing, he banged it against the chair a 
few times for emphasis, then dragged it even more loudly on the floor. 
After a moment, the door cracked open. Nomad stopped instantly, tucking 
the bucket under the chair and his hands behind him. 

“What the hell?” Hernan’s voice was full of irritation. “What’s going on 
in there?” 

“Some kind of animal got in,” Nomad answered. “You want to come in 
here and take care of it before it spills the pee bucket all over the floor?” 

“Hah. Would serve you right to sit in that.” 

“Youd be the one cleaning it up, not me,” Nomad pointed out. 

“Bastard.” Slowly, the door opened. Hernan walked in, rifle trained on 
Nomad. He relaxed a little when he saw Nomad still in the chair, hands still 
behind his back. “So what kind of animal—” he started to ask. 

Nomad rose from his chair, grabbing the bucket by the handle and 
swinging it out from beneath the chair. The makeshift weapon came across 
his body and slapped the rifle barrel out of the way as Hernan took a 
reflexive step back, then Nomad reversed his swing and brought it up under 
the man’s jaw. 

He staggered, one hand flying off the gun, and Nomad saw his 
opportunity. Dropping the bucket, he slammed down onto the gun itself 
with his elbow. It wrenched free from Hernan’s grip and clattered to the 
floor. 

Rather than go for the gun, Hernan went for the body. He threw a 
series of quick jabs at Nomad, looking for the vulnerable shoulder. ‘The first 
two, Nomad blocked. ‘The third one got through, staggering him. 

Hernan pressed his advantage, driving Nomad back with a flurry of 
punches. “Finally,” he said. “You gave me an excuse. Killed trying to escape. 
I should thank you!” 

He let loose with a roundhouse right, and Nomad stepped inside the 
punch. Shifting, he grabbed Hernan’s arm and turned the wayward punch 
into a throw. The guard went flying, and Nomad dove for the rifle. He got 
his hands on it just as Hernan rolled to his feet and pulled his sidearm. ‘The 
two circled each other warily, weapons raised. 

“Stalemate,” Nomad said, and gestured at the door. “You want to live, 
you let me walk out of here. You pull the trigger, we both die.” 


“I dont think so,” Hernan replied, and threw the gun at Nomad’s head. 
He almost managed to duck out of the way, but it grazed him on the right 
temple. It was a light blow, but one that bought just enough time for 
Hernan to reach him on a bull rush. 

Nomad got the rifle between himself and his charging opponent barely 
in time, and then the two of them went over. Nomad’s head hit the concrete 
with a painful shock, dazing him, and Hernan took advantage, leaning in 
and dropping a forearm across Nomad’s throat. Gasping, Nomad wrenched 
the rifle left, bringing the stock up into Hernan’s ribs once, twice, and then 
on a third time it was enough to roll them over so that Nomad was on top. 

Hernan let go of Nomad’s throat and instead dug an elbow into his 
shoulder. Nomad could feel something rip—maybe the bandage, maybe 
something underneath—and a trickle of hot blood bloomed through his 
shirt. Already, he could feel his grip with that arm slipping, the strength 
draining out of his fingers. If he was going to win this, he'd have to end it 
quickly. 

He grunted with pain, then brought the rifle up with two hands and all 
the strength he could muster. Hernan tried to bring his hands down to 
block, but it was too late, and the center of the rifle caught him squarely on 
the chin. His head flew back and bounced off the floor, and then Hernan 
went limp. 

Quickly, Nomad checked to make sure Hernan was truly out. He was. 

With a sigh of relief, Nomad eased himself up. He could feel the blood 
leaking from his shoulder now, a slow stream of warmth that he was 
probably going to have to do something about soon, but at least he didn't 
seem to be at risk of bleeding out. Hobbling slightly, he locked the door of 
the hut to make sure what he had to do next wouldn't be disturbed. 

And then he went to work. 

The first thing Nomad did was secure Hernan’s weapons, a by-now 
familiar AK-103 and a shiny new Glock 17. The second thing he did was 
check the size of Hernan’s boots, which were close enough for jazz. Nomad 
appropriated his footgear and shirt as well, then tied the unconscious guard 
to the chair using his belt in place of the ziptie. It wasn't perfect, but it 
would hold for long enough. 

Then he woke Hernan up. 


“Come on, Hernan. I’ve got a couple of questions for you.” Nomad 
walked around behind the man, then eased the pistol into position at the 
back of his neck. 

“I... What? I’m not telling you a damn thing. Go ahead and shoot me.” 

“You're loyal. I respect that. And you could have treated me a lot worse, 
which is why youre still alive. But you really should answer my questions 
before I decide I don't have any more time to waste and pull the trigger.” 

“And you should shoot me before I start yelling for help, and you die in 
here,” Hernan responded. “I’m not afraid.” 

“Look, Pll make this easy. Pm not going to ask you to sell out your 
colonel. All Pm asking is where they’re keeping the hostages.” 

Hernan sounded genuinely puzzled. “Hostages? You rescued them 
already. That is when we caught you. You have a concussion, I think.” 

Nomad tapped him lightly on the back of the head. “Wrong answer. 
There are two archaeologists, Messina and Kwan. A couple of their people 
came running out of the jungle claiming they'd been kidnapped. You tell me 
where they are, and then PI go away.” 

“Kidnapped? You think they were kidnapped?” Hernan laughed heartily. 
“This, this is the best part of things. You are an idiot, and they weren't 
kidnapped. And because I want to see you humiliated before you are caught 
and killed, I will tell you where to go. Three buildings down, toward the 
water. That’s where your ‘hostages’ are. I hope you choke on what you find.” 
Before Nomad could answer, he started straining against his bonds, 
grunting with the effort. 

Nomad watched for a second to make sure he wouldn't be getting loose 
quite yet, then grabbed the kerchief that had given him so much trouble 
and tied it in place as a gag. “Kind of gross, I know. But consider the 
alternative.” 

He waited a moment to make sure the man could breathe, then stalked 
out into the night in his ill-fitting boots. 


x k Ok 


The foot traffic in the camp had slowed after the sun had gone down. No 
one stopped or approached Nomad as he forced himself to walk calmly up 


to the building Hernan had indicated. Light shone out from under the door 
and from the windows, but there was no guard in evidence. 

He tried the door. It was unlocked. Looking around to make sure he 
was unobserved, he stepped inside and locked the door behind him. 

What he saw did not look like a holding cell. On a long table down the 
left side of the hut were dozens of pottery sherds laid out in some esoteric 
order and neatly labeled. A pair of beds, one messily unmade, were to the 
right, with a walled-off area he could only assume was a small toilet bulging 
out from the corner. ‘There were foot lockers, one closed and one open and 
stuffed with clothes. Packs and field gear were in evidence everywhere, 
stowed in whatever space was available. Fluorescent lights provided the 
harsh glow Nomad had seen under the door, though in here it was more 
mixed with the faint blue coming off multiple monitors. Those were 
attached to a whole series of computers, desktops and laptops, on a pair of 
desks parked side by side at the end of the room, a snake’s nest of cable at 
their feet. 

And at one of those desks, looking very surprised, was Dr. Andrew 
Messina. 

“You're supposed to knock before you—” he said as he turned around. 
The shock of white hair in the picture Wizard had provided had long since 
been tamed by a more jungle-friendly buzz cut, but the lean, tanned face 
matched. 

What was new was the expression of terrified surprise. “Who the hell 
are you?” 

Nomad walked over to his workstation. “Dr. Messina, I’m from the 
United States government, and until about fifteen seconds ago I was here to 
bring you home. It looks like I was misinformed.” 

Messina stared at the battered, bloody figure in front of him and made a 
quick calculation. Instead of running, he turned and immediately started 
shutting down every computer he could get his hands on. “You don’t 
understand,” he wailed. “You have to leave, right now! ‘This is... it’s not 
safe!” 

He'd shut down two of the systems before Nomad grabbed the back of 
the desk chair and yanked. Messina flailed as he was pulled back away from 
the computers, then Nomad spun him around and said, “Where’s Kwan? 


What’s going on here? Talk.” 


In response, Messina threw himself out of the chair and tried to 
scramble away. Nomad let him get halfway up before shoving him back 
down and grabbing a fistful of shirt. “I said, talk. What the hell is going on 
here? Why aren't you locked up? And where’s Kwan?” 

“Herbert’s out in the field, okay? He’s not here! He’s not getting back 
for a week. Why do you want to know?” 

“The field?” Nomad blinked. “He’s working? Of course he’s working. 
And youre working. Which means youre not hostages at all. You never 
were. So what’s going on, Dr. Messina? What the hell are you doing out 
here in the middle of a rebel army?” 

“Tm just a scientist. Im doing research out here and those men are here 
to provide protection.” 

“Bull. Shit.” Nomad hauled Messina upright. “I know who you are, Dr. 
Messina. I know where you live, we know where you work, and I know that 
archaeologists don't get a goddamn private army to watch them dig. You're 
lucky if you can get a couple of grad students who aren't gonna pee in your 
canteen once they get out of cell phone range. Now I ask you again, what is 
going on down here?” 

“Nothing, I swear! They just showed up one day and stayed, and we 
didn’t want to make any trouble.” 

“Let me explain this to you. I’m not really all that invested in you right 
now, if you take my meaning. You can change that by coming clean, and I 
will do my best to get you out of this jungle and back home to the States in 
one piece without being brought up on charges. Or you can keep trying to 
snow me, in which case I'll make sure your friends outside know you told 
me everything. I don't think they’ll be forgiving.” 

“I haven't told you a damn thing! Let me go! I said let me—” 

Nomad shoved his borrowed pistol was into Messina’s face, and he 
quickly stopped talking. 

“Dr. Messina, I am going to ask you one last time. I have been shot, 
beaten, kidnapped, and mocked on your behalf, only to find it was all 
unnecessary. You are sawing on my last nerve, and if it snaps, neither of us is 
going to like what happens next. So tell me, what the 4e//is going on here?” 

Messina stared at the gun and swallowed hard. He gazed over Nomad’s 
shoulder at the door and could see that help wasnt coming. Nomad’s 


foreboding expression told him that yelling for help was a bad idea. All the 
fight went out of him in an instant, and he slid down in his chair. 

“Okay, you want to know what the deal is? It’s very simple. Caton came 
to me and Herbert independently with an offer we couldn't refuse. They'd 
bankroll our work in perpetuity, in exchange for us working in certain areas 
that interested them. Since Id been wanting to get in-country for ages, it 
was a no-brainer. The Venezuelan government wasn't being very generous 
with permissions to come out here. And if I was going, Herbert wanted to 
go. Jealous little twerp. Always riding my coattails.” 

“Dr. Crotty didn’t seem to have any trouble getting permission.” 

“Plant lady?” His voice was bitter. “Take a look at the sort of money 
Brazil’s raking in on all the magic herbs and superfoods people found in the 
jungle down there. Of course they let er in. Old pots aren't as sexy for the 
bottom line.” 

Nomad shook his head. “Whatever. So you were down here to dig up 
cookware? Then where did all this come from?” 

“What were out here looking for, it’s a certain type of pottery. The 
decoration on the pottery uses a particular kind of clay, and that clay’s a 
good indicator for certain mineral deposits.” 

“Mineral deposits?” 

“How thick are you? Oil. Natural gas. Kwan and I were here to tell 
them where to dig. But they didnt want anyone to know how they were 
looking, so we had to make it seem like any other expedition. We figured 
wed run it like your average dig, do some work while we were searching for 
the pieces they wanted, and get paid enough to fund the rest of our careers. 
Only we didn't know they'd cut a deal with Colonel Urbina and his people.” 

“What kind of deal?” 

“Look, if Plant Lady finds something, the government gets cut in on it. 
Probably nationalizes it, even. My new friends at Caton, they want the oil, 
but if word gets out that it’s here, the government’s just going to nationalize 
it. So they're bankrolling Urbina to let him carve out a little petro-state of 
his own while the central government’s not really in shape to do anything 
about it. He gets a country and all the big guns they can buy him to play 
with, and in exchange, he gives them unhindered access to the oil deposits 
we—me and Kwan—locate.” 

“That’s nuts. How are they going to get drilling equipment out here?” 


Messina threw up his hands. “I’m pretty sure Brazil won't mind a buffer 
state between them and whatever the hell is going down in Caracas these 
days. ‘There’s always someone who'll play ball, you see. Everyone’s got a 
price. People. Universities. Countries. It’s all the same.” 

“So that’s what happened to you? You got bought?” 

“I got bought, Kwan got bought, and then we found out that they 
owned us. We set up camp and started work. A week on, Urbina arrived 
and took over. Some of this—” He waved at the camp as a whole. “—was 
set up and waiting for us. The rest got set up after his people arrived. We 
didnt have an airstrip. We didnt need one. But it wasn't really about us 
anymore.” 

“What happened to your people?” 

“Some of them went along once it became clear what was going on. 
Some didn't. They’re gone now.” He made a throat-slashing gesture. “The 
colonel’s very efficient.” 

“And the ones who ran?” 

“They were in the field when Urbina rolled in. They came back to camp, 
saw the soldiers, and panicked. I’m not surprised the story they got out was 
garbled.” 

“You piece of crap. Those were your people.” 

Messina looked up at him. “But it wasnt me. Not everybody’s born to 
be the hero. Some of us are just wired for self-preservation.” 

Nomad stared down. “I can see that. One last question. Did you find 
what you were looking for?” 

His shoulders slumped. “Yeah. Yeah, we did.” 

“Thank you, professor. You’ve been very helpful.” 

Nomad walked over to the desk and pulled a thumb drive out of a 
laptop. “I assume IIl find something useful on this?” 

“No! Wait! You can't!” Messina sputtered. “That’s my research!” 

“Tm sure you've got it backed up.” Nomad grabbed and pocketed a pair 
of other thumb drives, as well as a phablet and a couple of notepads, 
shoving them into his pockets. “Right. Be taking these with me. Keep 
working that self-preservation angle, professor. Try not to get yourself shot 
when they find out I was here and you're still breathing.” 

Messina half-rose out of his chair. “Wait. You're leaving? You're leaving 
me here? Can you do that?” 


“You're not a hostage. I have no authority to bring you back.” He 
walked to the door and unlocked it. “And I can't guarantee your safety if you 
come with me. It’s going to be a long walk through some rough terrain. But 
if you choose to come with me and request my assistance, I'll try to get you 
home so you can stand trial for what happened to your assistants. It’s your 
call.” 

Messina’s face blanched. He sank down into his chair, rocking back and 
forth, head in his hands. “I can't! I just... I can't.” 

“I didn’t think you could,” said Nomad, and stepped out. 

Ten seconds later, the night exploded. 
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CHAPTER 19 


“Does anyone have the slightest idea what Nomad is doing down there?” 

“Negative, Weaver.” Holt sounded as puzzled as Weaver felt. “Going for 
the hostages, maybe?” 

“But Midas called it. There’s no guard on that building, and no food 
going in or out. So no hostages. Keep an eye on it, Holt. Midas, you have a 
targeting solution on something flammable?” 

“Roger that. Lined up on the tanker; ammo dump looks like it’s 
hardened. PII say this: the nice thing about doing this from under tree cover 
is that there’s no wind.” 

“I copy. What are you packing?” 

“M433. Standard round. It should get the job done. Got six rounds of 
that, one white star cluster, a couple of double HE, and some buckshot. 
Twelve total.” 

“Just remember to pace yourself.” Weaver shifted position slightly and 
looked down on the camp. “Targets, in order, are the tanker, the plane, and 


the docks. Motor pool, I’m not worrying about. We exfil through the 
jungle, those trucks won't be able to follow.” 

“I hear you. What do we go on?” 

“If Nomad needs help. If we see the hostages. Or if someone walks into 
the hut where Nomad was being held. If he can get his ass out of there 
without needing fireworks, I am A-OK with that. But this thing’s got too 
many moving parts.” 

“Tell me about it,” Holt chimed in. “No movement on Nomad, but 
Urbina and his guests just walked out of the HQ building. They’re headed 
back towards the plane. Do you want me to take the shot?” 

“Negative. Briggs isnt worth it.” 

“I meant Urbina.” Holt paused. “Okay, yeah, definitely headed toward 
the airstrip. Midas, are you picking them up?” 

“T see them now,” Midas confirmed. “This could get tricky.” 

“They're shaking hands,” Holt reported. “I can see the runway lights 
coming on from here. Looks like their business is done and, oh crap. We've 
got a situation.” 

“Details?” 

“Relief detail’s early at the prison hut. He’s looking around for the other 
guard.” 

Weaver sounded grim. “He goes in, we go live. What about Nomad?” 

“Weaver, they’re spinning up on the runway. ‘The tanker’s pulling back.” 

“The tanker’s still your target. Holt, what about Nomad?” 

“There’s nothing. Wait, he’s coming out. He’s walking out solo, and, 
wait, the guard just went into the other hut. It’s showtime.” 

“Weaver?” 

Weaver could see Nomad now, moving purposefully through the camp. 
There was no way to get a message to him, no way to warn him that all hell 
was about to break loose. 

“Take the shot,” he said, and waited for hell to rain on down. 
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Midas squeezed the trigger and was rewarded with the soft “whump” of a 
40mm grenade leaving the premises at high velocity. Before the first one hit, 


he'd already reloaded, pulling the next shell from his belt. 

There was a roar from the airfield and he looked down at his handiwork. 
The first grenade had hit the tanker and bounced off before detonating, 
sending men flying and tearing a rip in the side of the truck. Briggs was 
staggering for the plane, his bodyguards practically hauling him along as 
they raced for safety. The other man dropped, rolled, and then headed for 
the tree line. 

“Sorry,” Midas said. He dropped his aim a fraction of an inch and fired 
again. 

The round impacted directly underneath the tanker. ‘The first explosion 
tore the guts out of it; the second blew its midsection sky-high on a pillar of 
orange and red. 

“Tanker down. Switching to secondary target.” 

“Roger that,” Weaver replied. “Holt and I are inbound on Nomad. Keep 
it hot.” 

“Copy that.” He could see the fire spreading across the field. Flaming 
debris had hit a couple of tents, and one of them had caught. Men were 
rushing in from all sides. In the middle of the chaos, Urbina was directing 
traffic, yelling orders and controlling the panic. Briggs had been pulled up 
and into the plane, which was turning around for an escape run even as one 
of the bodyguards pulled the door shut. Of the other man, there was no 
sign. Best guess was that he was already dead; a close second was that he'd 
gone under the trees. Either way, he was out of the fight. 

Midas pulled a double HE round from his belt and slammed it home, 
adjusted his aim, and waited. 

The plane finished its turn and started down the runway, slowly at first, 
then picking up speed. One of the lights went up in a spectacular blast as 
the plane went past it, but the blast went up, not out, and the Cessna kept 
rolling. 

Midas swiveled right, estimated the plane’s acceleration, and fired ahead 
of it. 

The round sailed in a long, graceful arc and hit just in front of the 
landing gear. The resulting explosion peeled away the front tires and 
punched the landing gear proper out of true. The plane continued forward, 
the shriek of damaged metal rising up over the shouting and the flames as 
its momentum tore the strut loose. It bent itself in half, and the plane’s nose 


dug into the dirt, the propeller blades slamming into the ground and 
chewing themselves to ribbons. The plane slewed right, shuddering into 
another mobile lighting unit and toppling it, and then slammed up against 
the trees at the end of the runway. Flames started to lick at the side of the 
fuselage. 

He didn't wait to see if anyone got out. Already, bullets were zipping 
overhead as a few soldiers traced the shots back to his position. Staying low, 
he reloaded and ran. 


x k k 


“Weaver, secondary target is down. Moving to firing position Bravo, 
targeting tertiary objective.” 

“Roger that, Midas,” Weaver answered. “Nice shooting.” 

Weaver pivoted his attention to the camp, where rather than chase the 
fire, the sentries walking the cleared strip inside the wire had knelt and 
brought their guns up in case it was a diversion. 

“Smart boys,” Weaver said, “Holt, you reading the sentries?” 

“Copy. Ive targeted the one on the left.” 

“Tve got the right. On my mark, fire.” 

The two men never knew what hit them, pitching forward 
simultaneously. 

“Clean kills,” Holt announced. 

“Copy that. Meet me at the wire closest to where we dropped them.” 

“Copy that.” 

Weaver rose and started sprinting for the rendezvous point. Secondary 
explosions at the airstrip shed lurid light on the fight, bathing everything in 
fiery orange. He could hear shouted orders, and then the whup-whup-whup 
of the helo’s blades spinning up. 

“Midas! They're putting the helo in the air. Can you target it?” 

“Negative, Weaver. Not from current position. Lining up tertiary target 
now.” 

“Right. But you get a shot on that bird, you take it!” 

“Roger that.” 


Up ahead, the perimeter fence stood out in stark silhouette, the light 
from the burning airfield throwing it into relief. Holt got there a second 
before he did. “Standard setup,” he said. “Two rolls on the bottom, one on 
the top. No problem.” 

Weaver nodded, then knelt and cupped his hands into a step. Holt 
placed one foot in the makeshift support, then Weaver lifted and Holt 
jumped, and he was over and rolling on the other side. Holt dropped to a 
guard position while Weaver retreated into the jungle and grabbed a heavy 
fallen branch. He slid it under the wire to Holt, who used it to lift up the 
coils of wire high enough for Weaver to slither underneath. 

Weaver pulled himself to his feet, and the pair quickly moved to take 
cover behind the tents at the edge of the cleared perimeter. “Nomad’s last 
known position was by that building. Let’s walk it so he won't try to drop 
one of us by mistake.” 

“I hear you.” Holt pulled a sensor grenade from his belt. “Let’s see what 
were walking into. Sensor out.” The readout crackled with static for a 
minute, and then flared into life. “Remember, one of these guys is Nomad. 
He’s not gonna register as friendly.” 

“Copy that. Were looking for a solo ping whos moving to cover 
instead.” 

“Right. I think Ive got a hit. Three o'clock.” 

Weaver worked his way around the corner of the tent, then motioned 
Holt to follow. Holt moved to the next tent while Weaver scanned the area. 
A parade of yellow figures trotted past a few rows down, moving at double- 
time and weapons ready. Another figure stood at the front of the hut 
Nomad had been held in; they could hear him yelling. Others patrolled in 
pairs, stalking down the rows looking for the escaped prisoner. And over 
where Holt had indicated, a lone shape crouched behind cover, waiting for a 
patrol to pass. 

“Got him.” Weaver breathed. “Heads up, two coming our way.” Weaver 
and Holt froze as the pair approached, anxiously searching. 

Weaver rose as the second guard passed him, grabbing him from behind 
and, in one well-practiced move, snapping the man’s neck. The sound 
alerted the first guard, who turned, saw Weaver, and then died as Holt 
emerged from the shadows to take him down. 


“Bodies in the tent?” Holt suggested, and Weaver nodded, pointing to 
the one he’d been sheltering behind. They dropped both bodies inside and 
out of view. 

“Nice thing about the sensors, they warn you if youre gonna walk in on 
someone.” 

“When they work.” Weaver set his victim’s feet down. “Where’s 
Nomad?” 

Holt was already outside the tent. “On the move, but not in a good 
spot. Patrol’s headed back his way.” 

“We'd better get there before they do.” Weaver stepped back into the 
firelit night. Sirens were blaring now, adding to the overall chaos. 
Overhead, the steady whup of the helicopter added to the mix, and 
searchlight beams stabbed down into the trees, looking for targets. Out at 
the road, soldiers were slamming a gate shut and stacking up behind it, 
ready to defend the camp against external threats. 

Nomad, he saw, had moved closer to the river, putting one of the 
prefabs between him and the band of a halfdozen soldiers spilling his way. 
Another pair of soldiers patrolled the space between them, cautiously 
checking down every intersection and inside every tent. 

“They think they're hunting one,” he said. “They don’t know we're inside 
the wire. They chase Nomad, we pick ’em off at the fringes.” 

“Roger that. Gotta keep them off balance.” 

“Divide and conquer?” 

“Let’s go.” 

Weaver glided off to the left, Holt to the right. 
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The last sputtering light of the sensor told Weaver the tent on his left was 
unoccupied. He slid in, then set up, his muzzle facing the tent flap. The two 
closest guards were approaching; he could hear them arguing. One didnt 
want to check the tents, saying it was a waste of time. The other, who 
clearly ranked him, insisted on thoroughness. 

“You tell him,” Weaver muttered. 


They were at the next tent over now, and the junior was irate. “You see? 
He’s not here! Why aren't we looking in the jungle?” 

“The helicopter is searching the jungle,” the other man replied. “Check 
the next tent.” 

“There’s no one in there. Why would he hide when he could run 
because everyone's fighting the fire? He could just—” 

The tent flap pulled open. Weaver fired twice, in quick succession. ‘The 
two men hit the ground, and Weaver proceeded to pull them inside. 
Satisfied they couldn't be seen, he ducked out of the tent. “Holt? Two 
hostiles down. You?” 

“Working on it.” 

Holt cut the call and focused on the men in front of him. The sensor 
had gone out, but he didn't need it now. Hed come up behind the patrol, 
and the hardest part wasn't seeing them; it was keeping up without being 
seen. 

The men were ruthless in their efficiency, clearing each tent and 
building in textbook fashion. Each one was empty; each search brought 
them closer to Nomad, who, when Holt last saw him, had been zig-zagging 
from building to building, heading toward the center of camp. “Why’s he 
doing that?” Holt wondered, then focused his attention back on the patrol. 

They were checking one of the huts now, a squat building with a door in 
the front and the back. Four of the men were stacked up at the back door, 
while the other two had gone around the front to prevent anyone from 
escaping that way. A perfect opportunity, Holt decided. He shifted just 
behind the next building. 

Quietly, he risked another sensor, dropping it to the ground at his feet. 
He could see the two silhouetted against the side of the building already, 
but moments like this called for precision and avoiding any surprises. ‘The 
soldiers’ shape flared into yellow wireframe, bright even against the 
reflected firelight. Holt leaned around the side of the building, letting his 
HUD show a target lock indicator on the nearer of the two, and waited. 
They stood, stock-still, weapons trained on the doorway, waiting for the 
same thing. For the millionth time, he thought about a system of multiple 
target locks for a single weapon, something hed heard some spook lab 
around the Beltway was working on. It would have been nice if they could 
hurry up and get it in the right hands already. 


From the other side of the hut, Holt heard a door being kicked in, the 
shouts of the men moving in. He squeezed the trigger. 

The first man never had a chance. Holt neatly headshot him, and he 
staggered back two steps before collapsing. The other involuntarily shied 
back as the spray of blood washed across his face. He raised his arm 
reflexively to protect his eyes, and Holt caught him with three in the chest. 
The man went down, gurgling blood and falling in the middle of the 
doorway. Someone inside attempted to shove it open and ran up against the 
mass of the fallen man, which told Holt it was time to leave. He drifted 
across the way to the shadow of another building, and asked himself, Zf I 
were Nomad, where would I be going? 
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The dock was a trickier shot than the airstrip, Midas learned. While the 
M203 had the range to drop a round in the middle of it, being under 
canopy instead of out in the open meant the cartridge would have to go in 
on a relatively flat arc, high enough to go over the pieces of the 
encampment but low enough not to get caught on any overhanging 
branches. 

And then there was the helicopter, which was hovering uncomfortably 
close to his position and trying to punch through the leaves with spotlights 
so the onboard gunners could light him up. 

The jungle canopy was thick enough to give him cover, but here and 
there daggers of spotlight slipped through gaps in the leaves, passing 
dangerously close to his position. If he could get a shot off, the odds were 
good he could park a round someplace where it could do a great deal of 
damage. But just as they couldn't hit him with the spotlights through the 
trees, he couldnt get the shot up through the ceiling of greenery. And 
stepping out into the open to fire was suicide. 

Which left one option. 

One of the gunners in the helo let loose with an experimental burst, 
ripping through the leaves and carving a line in the jungle floor. More light 
poured through the gap, and, encouraged, the gunner tried again. Torn 
leaves and branches fluttered down in all directions as the men in the helo 


fired randomly, hoping for a lucky hit or maybe just to tear a big enough 
hole that he'd have nowhere to run. 

If he was going to do it, he was going to have to do it now. 

Midas crossed himself and said a quick prayer, then grabbed the tree 
trunk in front of him. With a grunt, he started climbing. 

The rough bark, mixed with knots and gnarls and the stumps of broken- 
off branches, made the first twenty feet an easy climb. Above that, limbs 
thick enough to support his weight—or at least part of it— spread out in all 
directions, providing a ladder to the top of the canopy proper. 

The helo circled around again, a flurry of rounds cutting another swath 
through the leaves. Midas pressed himself against the trunk as a burst sawed 
through the canopy a dozen feet from where he stood, chewing through 
leaves and branches alike. The air filled with sawdust and smoke as the 
savaged branches fell to the jungle floor. 

Midas kept climbing. The wind from the rotors tore through the trees, 
making the branches shake. Midas’s boot slipped as the branch he was 
standing on whipped back and forth. Only a sudden, desperate grab saved 
him. He hung on for dear life as the Sikorsky hovered overhead, buffeted by 
rotor wash. The gunners continued to pour down fire on the trees, opening 
huge gaps in the leaf cover. 

The branches above him danced. ‘This was as high as he could go. He 
hooked his legs around the biggest limb he could find, and waited for an 
opening. As the boughs above him whipped back and forth, he could see 
the helicopter, its painted belly almost directly overhead. 

He looked down. Sixty feet to the ground. Jumping out of the way was 
not an option. 

Carefully, he reached down to his belt for the white star cluster round. 
Useless as a weapon, it was exactly what he needed. He loaded the 
cartridge, aimed at a spot past the helo and over the camp, and fired. 

The round arced out over the compound and burst into shards of 
brilliant white light. For a brief instant, everything was illuminated in the 
harsh glare. 

The helo turned ponderously, rushing to gain altitude as the crew 
searched for the flare’s target. Facing the river, it rose into the night. 

Midas reloaded with a standard HE round and fired again. ‘The 
cartridge hit the helo high on the fuselage, just below the main rotor, and 


exploded. 

The rotor didn’ tear itself off, not at first. The explosion disconnected 
two of the blades, sending them scything into the camp down below. ‘The 
lopsided remnant of the rotor was insufficient to the task of keeping the 
helo in the air and it wobbled, listing to starboard. A gunner fell out, 
screaming, as the Sea King began its flailing descent. It spun twice more, 
then the rest of the main rotor disintegrated and it plummeted into the 
compound. It crushed one building, then spun, so the tail rotor cut through 
a second. Soldiers unlucky enough to be close went down like wheat. As 
Midas watched, fire broke out at a couple of points on the wrecked helo, 
further illuminating the glare from the still-blazing plane on the airstrip. 

“Midas, this is Weaver. Did you just do what I think you did?” 

“Affirmative.” 

“Lets just hope you didn't just drop that bird on Nomad. His last 
known vector was toward the center of camp.” 

Midas felt his guts turn to ice. “What? I didn’t see him.” 

“If we're lucky, it’s cause he wasn’t there to see. What’s your progress on 
tertiary objective?” 

“It’s still standing. I don't think I can hit it from here. Need a new firing 
position.” 

“Well, get on it.” Weaver cursed, and the sound of gunfire came over the 


link. “And for the record, hell of a shot.” 
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CHAPTER 20 


The most important thing to do when a helo falls from the sky in your 
direction is to get the hell out of the way. 

From the second he'd seen the fireball at the airstrip, Nomad had known 
that the rest of the team was here. What he didnt know was where they 
were or how to get in touch with them without his gear. 

He'd considered heading for the wire, but decided against it. Even with 
the men rushing to the airstrip, Urbina’s men would be looking to the 
perimeter now to defend against the expected attack. And if they were 
moving men to the edges of the camp, that meant they were moving them 
out of the middle. And if he got really lucky, he’d get a shot at Urbina. 

The plan had been working reasonably well until the Sea King came 
crashing down. One of the shattered blades knifed through the roof of the 
building Nomad was hiding behind, punching straight through the wall and 
out the other side. He looked up, saw the bird wobbling its way downward 
at speed, and ran. 


He threw himself behind another building as the helo dove in, getting 
as much distance as he could. A soldier was already there, ducking and 
covering against the impact, when Nomad slid to a stop next to him. The 
two men stared at each other, then the soldier went for his pistol, and 
Nomad threw a haymaker. Fist connected with chin before the gun came up 
all the way, and the man slumped back against the wall. 

Then the helo hit, and the ground shook, and shrapnel tore through the 
air in all directions. It hit the far side of Nomad’s cover with a repeated 
SPANG, the sound of metal on metal at too-high velocity, while the crunch 
of aluminum and steel and bone echoed off the trees. 

Nomad waited until the dust settled and picked himself up. He kicked 
the unconscious soldier’s pistol away, then edged around the corner to 
survey the situation. 

The damage was immense. Two buildings were flattened, a dozen men 
or more dead in the wreckage. One of the buildings was simply crushed, 
with the weight of the Sikorsky sitting squarely on it. The other had been 
peeled open by the tail like a can of tuna. Past that, severe damage had been 
done to the front of the HQ. Soldiers were flocking to the scene, some 
helping the wounded, some picking through the wreckage, some looking 
for someone to extract payback from. 

Urbina stood in front of the headquarters building. The left side of his 
face was bloody, but he ignored it as he directed his men. 

The lights of the compound flickered and went out. Several of the light 
poles arced and showered sparks onto the ground below, and the smell of 
ozone filled the air. One of the poles toppled onto the downed helicopter, 
adding to the chaos. 

Nomad raised the AK and stared down the sights at Urbina. One burst 
would do it, chopping the head off the opposition and increasing the chaos 
on site, giving him that much of a better chance to somehow get away. He 
leaned out and steadied his breath, silently commanding Urbina to hold still 
for just one moment. 

Behind him, there was a shout. 

Nomad turned. ‘The soldier he’d knocked out was awake and staggering 
forward, intent on tackling Nomad before he could get the shot off. He 
tried to sidestep, but the man caught his arm and spun him around. Nomad 
brought up the butt of the AK in a defensive maneuver as the soldier swung 


wildly, giving ground as he attempted to keep the bulk of the building 
between himself and the buzzing mayhem around the helo. 

Another swing, another step back, and Nomad shoved the rifle stock 
into the soldier’s stomach. He folded. Nomad dropped a full-force elbow on 
the back of his head, and he crumpled to the ground again. A quick check 
told him the man was well and truly out this time. Sliding into the long 
shadow cast by the burning helicopter, he looked for Urbina, who was 
nowhere to be found. And with the crash, soldiers were starting to flood 
back into the center of camp. It was time to go. 
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The last of the four remaining guards dropped at Weaver’s feet. Two of the 
others lay nearby, while the fourth was half a row down, where Holt had 
dispatched him. Both men had switched to NVG. As long as they didn’t 
look directly at any of the fires devouring the camp, it gave them a decided 
advantage in the smoky night. 

“What have we got?” Holt asked. 

“We’ve got to get in there and see if we can locate Nomad. Then we’ve 
got to hook up with Midas and get the hell out of here.” 

Holt nodded. “First priority is Nomad. Midas can take care of himself.” 

“I wanted him to help take care of us.” Weaver reloaded, thinking out 
loud. “Where'd you last see Nomad?” 

“Other side of that structure, inbound.” He pointed, and then blinked. 
“Oh, shit. You see what I see?” 

“I think I do.” 


In unison, they opened fire. 
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One of the side effects of the camp’s tidy, disciplined layout was that it 
offered long and clear sightlines. Even at night, even in a camp wracked by 
destruction, this was the case. 

Which was why Nomad found himself retreating backwards, firing 
repeatedly at the squad of soldiers pursuing him. They'd come round the 


corner looking for God-knows-what before he’d made thirty yards, and had 
instead found the soldier Nomad had knocked out. Bad luck and a piece of 
burning debris wafting on the night air had revealed him at the worst 
possible moment, and now the chase was on. 

He fired again, causing his pursuers to dive out of the way, and cut left 
between a building that was mostly still standing and a tent that had taken a 
direct hit from a large piece of debris. One of the soldiers tore around the 
corner after him and opened fire. Nomad zig-zagged as bullets kicked up 
dust at his heels. One last burst behind him as he ran, and then he heard 
the too-familiar cough and rattle of an empty magazine. He threw the AK 
aside and ran. Behind him, more soldiers poured into the gap, pausing in 
their pursuit only to throw lead in his direction. 

He still had Hernan’s pistol, he remembered. ‘That could buy him a few 
more seconds. He reached into his belt to pull it out, and suddenly there 
was thunder in front of him. 

Two shots rang out and the lead pursuers stumbled and fell into the 
dust. “Down!” Weaver shouted, and as Nomad kissed dirt, Holt opened up 
over his head. ‘Two more of the soldiers went down. ‘The rest dove for cover. 
As Holt squeezed off bursts of suppressive fire, Weaver darted out and 
helped Nomad crawl out of the alley and behind a tent. 

“Good timing,” Nomad wheezed. 

“You looked like you were handling it up till then—Jesus, your shoulder. 
Can you fight?” 

Nomad tapped the still-bleeding wound with the pistol. “Yeah. Not my 
throwing arm. I can fight. By the way, those hostages? Not hostages. It’s a 
con. 

Weaver nodded. “We've got a lot of pieces to put together when we get 
out of here, but right now, we need to be thinking exfil. Our best shot,” and 
he pointed toward the river, “is to steal a boat. Get downriver, hold them off 
until we hit the border.” 

“And if they’re waiting for us there?” 

“Beats dying here.” Weaver leaned out and fired, silencing a steady 
gunfire crackle that had sent Holt sprawling. “You ready to move?” 

Nomad dusted himself off and stood. “One question. Where’s Midas?” 

“Out there, trying to get off one last shot.” He tapped his mic on. 
“Midas, change of plans. We've acquired Nomad and are heading for the 


docks. ‘They are no longer a target. Meet up with us there.” 
“Roger that. If unable, what’s rendezvous Bravo?” 
“Regroup on the boat. Do you copy?” 
“I copy,” Midas acknowledged. “Midas out.” 


“Let’s get us a ride.” 
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CHAPTER 21 


The guard was still at his post at the dock, scanning for approaching hostiles 
from within a wooden guardhouse. “You see him?” Nomad asked. 

“One in the box, Roger that.” Weaver circled left. “Lining up the shot.” 

“Take it fast.” The hubbub of the approaching soldiers was getting 
louder. 

“Got him.” Weaver fired. The bullet punched through the wood of the 
hut at chest height and dropped the sentry before he knew what hit him. 

“All right, let’s move.” Nomad started sprinting for the docks, Holt and 
Weaver right behind him. 

A shout and a rapid burst of fire told them they'd been spotted. A quick 
look behind told Holt that most of the remaining camp seemed to be in 
pursuit, some sprinting flat out, others dripping and laying down fire in 
advance of their comrades. 

Holt tugged a frag out of a pouch, pulled the pin, and tossed it over his 
shoulder. “Frag out!” he yelled, putting his head down and sprinting. 
Behind him, the pursuers scattered, ducking behind whatever cover they 


could find before the thump of the blast and the jangle of shrapnel 
punching holes in things briefly overwhelmed the other sounds of the fight. 

“Go, go, go!” Nomad was shouting as they pounded up onto the dock. 
It was heavy, made of local timber freshly sawed and set, and it extended 
well out from shore. At the end, closest to the current, were the two G-25s, 
the twin prides of Urbina’s fleet. 

“At the end, on the left,” Weaver shouted. He ran, firing down at the 
tied-up boats as he went. Most of his shots went into the water. A few 
punched through the bottoms of the craft, which immediately started filling 
with water. 

The pursuit had regained its feet, the flankers once again opening fire. 
Pieces of the dock splintered up into the air as near misses slammed into it. 
Holt turned and started firing, walking himself back as he laid down bursts 
of suppressive fire. “You got us a boat?” he yelled over his shoulder. “Can't 
hold them much longer!” He ducked behind the surviving bulk of the 
guardhouse as more rounds flew his way. Someone was concentrating fire 
on his position, and massive holes tore open in the wood of his cover. 

“Working on it!” Weaver yelled back. He leaped down into the 
Guardian they'd previously seen. “Son of a bitch, they left the keys in it. 
Full tank, full ammo for the guns, we are in business. What the hell, the 
goddamn gauges are even in English. Nomad! Untie us.” 

“Got it!” 

“Holt! Get back here!” 

Heavier gunners were coming up, and the cover of the guardhouse had 
started to disintegrate under the pressure. Holt leaned out and fired, then 
pulled back immediately when the response nearly took his head off. “Cover 
me!” 

Nomad looked at his pistol, then jumped into the boat. It was a small 
vessel with little cover. A canopy shielded the pilot from the elements but 
offered nothing else in the way of protection. A heavy machine gun was 
mounted up front, with two smaller ones on the sides. 

He slotted himself in behind one of the guns and checked to make sure 
it was loaded. It was. 

“Holt, now!” he yelled, and let it rip. 

Holt rose to his feet and sprinted toward the end of the dock. Nomad 
deliberately shot high, pouring lead over Holt’s head as he ran. Some of the 


pursuers scattered, others realized the fire was over their heads and rushed 
the dock. 
Urbina led the charge. 
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A quick survey of the camp told Midas everything he needed to know about 
his chances of meeting up with the others. The fire on the airstrip was 
finally coming under control, but the one from the downed helo was 
spreading. There were still numerous soldiers moving through the 
compound, and the ring of razor wire remained unbroken. ‘The odds of him 
making it in one piece were slim. 

His best move would be to head for the boat, getting ahead of any 
pursuit the camp was likely to muster after things were under control. 

But there was one thing to do first. 

Carefully, he made his way back down the tree, the process going 
considerably quicker than the climb. Working his way around the perimeter 
of the camp, he could see fights breaking out near the docks as he 
descended, Holt and Weaver clearing the way. 

“Weaver, this is Midas. There’s no way I can get to you. Pll meet you at 
Bravo.” 

“Copy that, Midas. Stay safe.” “You too. Midas out.” 

He could see one of the boats pulling out into the river, the other 
Ghosts on board. Already, soldiers were swarming onto the dock to follow, 
piling into the remaining boats. 

Quickly, he checked his remaining ammo for the M203. Mostly 
buckshot remained, but there were a couple of HE cartridges left. He 
started loading and firing. 

The first round hadn't hit by the time he launched the second; the 
second hadn't hit before he started running. Behind him, he could hear the 
distant thump of the grenades going off, and then he was deep in the trees 
and moving fast. 
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The engines thundered on as Nomad released the hawser holding the boat 
to the dock, and Holt leapt onboard. He came down almost on top of 
Nomad, who neatly stepped out of the way and back behind the machine 
gun. Holt gave the weapon an admiring look. “How big’s the play on the 
guns?” 

“Hundred and twenty degrees. We won't be able to shoot behind us.” 

“But they'll have us in their sights the whole time. Great!” 

“Hang on!” Weaver slammed the throttle wide open and the boat curled 
away from the dock at speed. Holt crouched while Nomad positioned 
himself behind the starboard gun. At a nod from Nomad, Holt opened up 
on the dock, spraying it and the boats equally with fire. Advancing soldiers 
flung themselves down. One soldier was caught in the burst and staggered 
into the river with a splash. Next to him, a boat Holt had holed started 
taking on water and listing. 

“Last mag,” Holt announced as he reloaded. “Gotta make this count.” 

“You'd better,” said Nomad. “They’re forming up to pursue.” He could 
see soldiers leaping into the boats Holt hadnt managed to sink, including 
the other G-25. 

“And there’s Urbina,” said Holt, opening fire. The bullets flew 
harmlessly over the man’s head as he leapt into the patrol boat, followed by 
a trio of soldiers. Already, the first of the pursuers was casting off and 
pulling out into the river, roaring ahead full steam. 

The second Guardian pulled out as well as Holt fired another burst, but 
the movement of the boat sent his shots wide. “Urbina’s on the river!” he 
yelled. “Got maybe five boats in pursuit. Six more getting ready to—” 

The first of Midas’s shells hit the remains of the unfortunate guard post, 
flattening it and sending wooden shrapnel everywhere. The second landed 
in the middle of the dock. The resulting blast tore it in half, upending boats 
and throwing soldiers into the water. Some came spluttering up for air, 
some didn't. 

“Scratch that secondary pursuit,” Nomad called to Weaver. “Can we 
outrun them?” 

“Don't know!” Weaver yelled over the engines’ roar. “Were in the fastest 
thing on the river, but Urbina’s saying the same thing. Pll do what I can; 
just keep them off us!” 

“You heard the man, Holt.” 


“Oh yeah, I did.” Holt knelt next to the port motor, weapon ready. 
Behind him, the pursuers fanned out across the river. A soldier was visible 
behind the gun in the prow of Urbina’s boat. Others didn’t have mounted 
weapons, but soldiers were lined up in their prows, the pop-pop-pop of 
single-shot fire carrying over the roar on the engines. 

“Holt! Can you keep their heads down?” 

“Negative! Not at this range!” 

A bullet smacked into the back of the boat, just below the rail. It 
punched through the hull and fell, spent, at Holt’s feet. 

“Or maybe not.” 
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Midas ran, shedding unnecessary gear as he went. He had a sense of the 
terrain now from the traverse in. As a result, he could fly over it, NVG 
making up for the dark beneath the trees. 

The trek in had taken hours. It had been slow and cautious, which was 
the exact opposite of what Midas needed now. He took it on faith that the 
enemy had not found their route since they'd come this way earlier; that 
they hadn't rigged traps or an ambush. 

That he could just run. 

The way in had taken hours. The way back had to take minutes. 

In the distance, he could hear gunfire. The river curved around in a long 
bend, one that he was cutting across the base of. If it took long enough for 
the rest of the team to navigate that curve, if they managed to stay ahead of 
their pursuers at the same time, and if he could keep pushing, then maybe 
he wasn't out of the fight yet. Up ahead now, he could see the dark gash in 
the night that was the narrow tributary channel they'd come up. ‘The boat 
had to be nearby, and if he could find the boat, then things might get 
interesting. 

He offered up a prayer and ran faster. 
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Holt set and fired at the nearest boat, a converted fishing vessel overloaded 
with soldiers. One pitched forward into the water and vanished. Another 
howled and grabbed his arm. The man next to him shoved him out of the 
way. The others leaned in and returned fire. 

Holt ducked. Most of the enemy fire went high. ‘The rest went wide, 
close enough that the individual whine of each round going past could be 
heard. 

“You gonna give me some help?” Holt yelled at Nomad. 

“Dont have the angle!” Nomad swung the gun back as far as he could. 
None of the pursuing boats were even close to being in the line of fire. 
“Weaver! Can you slew us left?” 

“It’s gonna let them get closer!” More bullets tore past the boat, some 
ripping through the canopy near Weaver’s head. “Then again...” 

He spun the wheel left, the boat nearly heeling over at the sharp turn. 
Nomad waited until the Guardian righted itself, then adjusted his aim low 
and opened fire. The pass brought them broadside to three of the boats 
chasing them. ‘The pilot of the boat farthest on the right cut the rudder hard 
right to try to avoid Nomad’s fire. The edge of the prow caught a protruding 
tree root at full speed. Aluminum crumpled as the boat spun and flipped, 
dumping its occupants into the water. It spun twice in midair and then 
came down on its damaged side, half on the bank and half in the river. 

The other boats sped on, closer now. A rain of fire spattered on the 
shield covering the gunner on the other Guardian, and Weaver responded 
with a burst of his own that chewed up the water five feet short. 

Nomad swapped sides as Weaver cut back right, moving in front of the 
remaining pursuers. He poured fire across their bows. One dropped back as 
a lucky shot found the pilot and sent him over the side. ‘The other leapt 
forward on an intercept course. “Weaver! Starboard side! Closing fast!” 

“I see them!” Weaver cut the strafing run and turned the boat 
downriver, but the pursuing boat was close now. Nomad ripped off another 
burst, but the pilot skillfully evaded it and pulled in close. The men on 
board opened up. ‘The first volley was wild, but they were close enough the 
second one wouldnt be. 

“Holt?” 

“Got it.” He pulled a frag out of a pouch at his hip, the last one he had 
left. A quick pull, and then he skyhooked it into the approaching boat. 


It landed with a loud “tink,” followed by a series of splashes as the 
soldiers threw themselves overboard. Bereft of its pilot, the boat slewed 
right, plowing over an unfortunate soldier and diving straight for the bank 
before the grenade exploded, punching a hole in the bottom. It began 
sinking. 

“Two down,” Holt called out. 

“Three left,” Weaver answered. 

Urbina’s Guardian moved up on the left. The starboard side gunner 
opened up, throwing up a curtain of spray as the bullets stitched close. 
Weaver heeled the boat hard right, allowing one of the other pursuing boats 
to close. It pulled in between the Guardians, accidentally shielding the 
Ghosts from the machine-gun fire, but its soldiers opened up instead, 
aiming not at Holt or Nomad, but at the boat’s engines. A series of shots 
hammered the starboard engine. Nomad expertly dropped three of the 
soldiers with the pistol and the boat fell back, but the damage was done. 
Smoke rose from the wrecked engine, while a vicious grinding sound 
overcame the usual throaty hum. 

“Take the wheel.” Weaver swapped positions with Nomad. “What have 
we got?” 

“We've got one functioning engine, multiple holes in the hull, water 
pouring in, and Urbina coming up fast.” Holt crouched low, pistol in his 
hand. “No way we can outrun them.” 

Already, the other surviving patrol boat had pulled up alongside the 
laboring Guardian, soldiers clustered along its side laying down fire. Bullets 
punched holes in the canopy screen, in the lockers on deck, in the hull just 
above the water line. Holt moved behind the starboard machine gun and 
returned a long, rattling burst. The boat peeled away, but in the meantime, 
the other Guardian had pulled closer, its forward .50 cal spitting a steady 
stream of fire. More rounds slammed into the already smoldering portside 
engine, causing it to cut out entirely. Weaver crouched and fired. The round 
impacted against the edge of the eyeslit on the defensive shield, sending the 
gunner ducking out of the way. 

“Holt! Get to the prow! Now!” Nomad yelled. “Get that gun up and 
ready.” 

“Roger that. But what are we—” 

“Weaver! Down!” 


Weaver dropped out of sight as Nomad threw the engine into reverse. 
Only one propeller’s screw bit water, swinging the boat around as it jerked 
and shuddered. Weaver slammed up against the inside of the hull, river 
water sloshing against him. 

“This isn't a car, Nomad!” he shouted, just as Holt opened fire. 

The rounds jackhammered the front of Urbina’s craft, pounding through 
the windshield behind them. The pilot fell backwards, arms flailing, and 
Urbina had to leap out of the way to avoid getting tagged. Then he was 
firing, single pistol shots that could be heard over the roar of Holt’s MG. 
The two boats swept past each other, Urbina and Nomad exchanging fire 
from nearly point-blank range. The colonel’s Guardian, sans pilot, roared 
forward while the Ghosts’ vessel wallowed back, and black water separated 
them once again. 

Nomad threw the remaining engine into forward gear. It leaped 
upstream, even as the other two boats saw their chance and closed. 

Holt saw his chance, too. He opened fire, aiming low and sweeping 
across. [he two boats surged forward, then hit the wake from Urbina’s 
maneuver and rose up, prows in the air, for a long second. 

Holt swung the gun left to right, stitching rounds across the bottom of 
each boat’s hull. A line of holes appeared on each, so thick it nearly tore 
them in half. And then they crashed back down on the other side of the 
wake, and the water started rushing in. The one on the right made a 
desperate run for shore while the other, trapped by the pilot’s indecision, 
veered off and sank. 

Which left just Urbina, who was coming around wide for another run. 

“Tm dry,” Holt announced. “That took everything I had up here.” 

“Port’s dry, too,” Weaver echoed. 

“Can you drop him?” Slowly, Nomad was turning the boat back 
downstream, but the lopsided thrust and heavy current made it tricky. Low 
on power and taking the current broadside, the boat struggled to make the 
adjustment. All the while, Urbina’s new pilot was bringing him around 
warily in a wide circle, keeping out of range of the forward gun and looping 
around in hopes of getting another run at the surviving engine. 

Up ahead, a gap showed deeper black on the east bank of the river. 
“Tributary,” Weaver pointed out. “We get in there, he cant outmaneuver 
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us. 


“TI try. Keep him honest?” 

“Will do.” 

Weaver fired, waited, and fired again as the other Guardian looped 
closer. The remaining glass of the pilot’s windshield shattered, rounds 
slammed against the shield on the forward .50 cal, but nobody went down. 
At the back of the boat stood Urbina, coolly confident, waiting for the end 
of the chase. 

The boat struggled toward the mouth of the tributary. The remaining 
engine was sputtering now. Forced to do too much, it was struggling to do 
anything. The crawl toward shelter became agonizingly slow. 

Urbina was upriver now, his vessel swinging in for the kill. It surged 
forward, and then changed course, cutting closer to shore. 

“Shit. He’s onto us.” Weaver kept firing, almost mechanically. “He’s 
going to get in between and cut us off, force us back into deeper water.” 

Even as Weaver called it, Urbina pulled past. The starboard-side gun 
barked, tearing holes in the hull and shredding the remains of the pilot’s 
canopy. Nomad threw himself to the deck as bullets pounded the console 
and tore through the spot where he'd been standing an instant before. A 
rising gurgling sound told Weaver the boat was sinking; a look down 
confirmed it. 

“You've almost ruined everything,” Urbina shouted, as his boat slowed 
to hover in front of the mouth of the tributary, now impossibly far away. 
“But there will be another American greedy enough to give me what I 
need.” He held up a waterproof document pouch he'd slung over his 
shoulder. “They'll rebuild the camp. I'll find more men. Everything I need is 
here. And you? You die here. The Russians, they'll be disappointed. I'll have 
to give them back their money. But it’s a small price to pay.” 

Inside the crippled Guardian, the water was rising. “You got anything?” 
Weaver asked. 

“We try to jump to his boat and maybe we'll get lucky?” Holt slithered 
over to where they were crouched down. 

“We'd get chewed up in the water.” 

“You got a better idea?” The gunner let his weapon play across the side 
of the boat again, and more debris crashed down. ‘The Guardian was listing 
now, taking on water more and more rapidly. 


“Okay, it’s dark.” Nomad thought furiously. “I’m betting their NVG 
doesn't work too well on water. We go down with the boat, use the wreck 
for cover, swim around underwater, and get to shore.” 

“If we don't get eaten,” said Weaver. 

“Do you have a better plan?” 

“Right, we do this.” The water rose. 

“Ready?” 

There was a sudden roar in the darkness, a familiar one. 

“That sounds like—” Weaver began, and then the team’s boat came 
surging out of the tributary, Midas at the helm. 

It caught Urbina’s Guardian broadside, crumpling the side of the boat 
and knocking the unprepared gunner into the water. The pilot fell and 
Urbina staggered, even as Midas sprinted along the length of the converted 
fishing boat, pistol in hand. He leaped onto the mortally wounded G-25, 
putting a round into the struggling pilot as he landed. 

Off balance, Urbina raised his pistol and fired. Midas ducked under the 
shot and closed. Urbina shifted his aim, ready to fire again, this time at 
point blank range. 

Two shots from Nomad took him in the back of the head. ‘The pistol fell 
from his fingers and slid down the deck, an instant before he collapsed and 
followed. 

“Major,” Midas said. 

“Midas,” Nomad acknowledged him. “Interesting approach. Why the 
hell didn’t you just shoot him from over there?” 

“Had to knock the gunner off or he could have chewed me up.” Midas 
sounded faintly pleased with himself, which from anyone else would have 
been chest-thumping bragging. “And I knew you'd have my six.” 

“Dont ever fucking do that again,” Nomad said. “But I’m glad as hell 
you did.” 

“Yes, Major. Thank you.” He looked around. “It looks like this boat’s 
still functional. Let me come to you and we can get out of here. Right now, 
you don't want to be in the water.” As if on cue, something big lurched off 
the bank and into the water nearby. 

“You do that, Midas,” Nomad said. “And if you don’t mind, you do that 
fast.” 
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CHAPTER 22 


They limped downriver, licking their wounds. 

The impact with Urbina’s Guardian had crumpled the front end of 
DeScalso’s boat. The compartment where Midas had stashed the comms rig 
had been smashed as well, and water was slowly seeping in through stressed 
seams. Theyd reloaded from diminished ammo supplies in damaged 
lockers; to conserve what was left of their fuel, they coasted with the current 
where they could. 

Midas had rebandaged Nomad’s shoulder. Now he had the wheel as 
Holt stood lookout, and Weaver and Nomad leafed through the papers 
they'd taken off Urbina. 

“This is some serious shit,” said Weaver with a low whistle. “Glad he 
brought it with him, or no one was ever going to believe us.” 

“Tm guessing he didn’t want to leave papers in a camp that was actively 
on fire.” Nomad held up a thumb drive he'd pulled from the pouch. “I’m 
betting these are backups, but there’s something nice about having the 
original.” 


“You can't dust a file for prints,” Weaver said matter-of-factly. “And hell 
yeah, this is original. In exchange for those oil rights, Briggs was buying 
Urbina his whole Christmas list. Explains the English-language G-25s, too 
—they weren't handed off by the Venezuelan army when these guys were 
still an official border force; they were part of the first delivery.” 

“Yeah. Huh. The deal included Services contract with Watchgate, too, 
to boost his numbers while they got drilling up and running and built a 
couple company towns. Then they were going to stick around to protect the 
operations.” Nomad frowned. “You're right, this stuff is way out there. And 
—hey, look at this, a timetable for taking over Puerto Ayacucho—they 
almost pulled it off.” 

“Might do it yet,” Weaver flipped through a few more pages. “I know 
we got Urbina. Pretty sure we got Briggs, or if we didnt, he’s got a long 
walk home. But somebody’s going to rise up and start calling himself 
colonel. And Caton’s just going to send someone else. You think Uncle 
Sam's going to tell Caracas about the oil field? Cause I sure don't. No, it’s 
just going to keep going. Like it always does. All we did up there was add to 
the body count.” 

“You got me out. Got Crotty and her people. And considering Urbina’s 
track record, taking him out of commission’s not a bad thing. Maybe 
another one of his people will rise up. Maybe the next guy’s a little different. 
Maybe without Urbina, they take the stuff Briggs had already brought them 
and head home. We did the job.” 

“Yeah, about that. How are you going to explain to the Old Man that 
Wizard got snowed on the second batch of hostages? It’s gonna shake his 
faith in the universe.” 

“TI think of something.” Nomad yawned. “Wake me up when we get 
close to the border. ‘The shoulder’s killing me.” He closed his eyes and lay 
down, out before Weaver could answer. 

“How close are we, Midas?” Weaver asked. “I can take over if you need.” 

“Tm fine, thank you,” Midas answered. “If I need a hand, PIH tell you 
before Holt volunteers.” 

“I heard that!” Holt called from the prow. “I can handle one of these 
things better than either of you.” 

“Take a knee, gator chow,” Weaver called back, shaking his head. “This 
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op cannot be over soon enough. 


“I hear you,” Midas said softly. “Though it has been... exciting.” He 
checked his wrist comm. “If we continue to let the current drive us, it’s four 
hours to the border.” 

“And if we use the engines, we cut that time in less than half, but we’ve 
got basically zero maneuverability when we get close. I can just see Protasio 
letting us drift right on past town if we don't have enough fuel to turn in.” 

“I am sure hed throw us a paddle.” Weaver couldn't tell if Midas was 
smiling. Probably was, he decided. Good enough. 

“Open it up to quarter throttle,” he decided. “We can afford that much, 
and the sooner we’re out of range of Radio Free Amazonas, the happier 
we're all going to be.” 

“Copy that.” Weaver tapped the throttle ever so gently, and they eased 
away toward the border. 


x k Ok 


Above the island, they were waiting. 

Holt spotted them first, before the Ghosts drifted into range. “We’ve 
got contact. Two boats in the river and filled with hostiles, two more on 
shore and prepped at the border station.” 

Nomad borrowed the glasses. “The way they’re set up, we'd have to go 
right down the middle. We'd take fire from both sides.” 

“We can try to run the gauntlet,” Weaver said doubtfully. “If we’re going 
to fight, Id rather try to pick them off from here. Make them come upriver 
at us.” 

Nomad turned to Midas. “Got anything left for the underbarrel>” 

“Buckshot only. If we get close, I can do some damage.” 

“All right.” Nomad took another look downriver. “Holt, you said you 
can handle this thing?” 

“Yep.” 

“Take the wheel and hold us steady. Weaver, pick your targets. You are 
weapons free. Midas, give him cover. PI spot. Let’s go.” 

“You sure about this?” Weaver asked as Nomad settled in next to him. 

“T trust the team,” Nomad answered. “We got this.” 


“I hope youre right.” Weaver propped his rifle on the edge of the 
gunwale and stared into the scope. “Tell Holt to hold her steadier. ’'m 
getting too much vertical play.” 

“Roger that. Holt, can you do anything?” 

“On this river? Only if I run us aground, which is its own special kind of 
problem. It’s hard enough holding position without blowing our fuel or our 
cover.” 

“Right. Stop talking. Lining up my shot.” Weaver peered down the 
scope. He zeroed in on one of the men in the closer of the two vessels in the 
river. It was, he realized, the guard who'd taken the fishing rod before. 

A sudden rumbling noise distracted him. “Holt? What the hell are you 
doing back there?” 

“It’s not me. Look.” 

Downriver, on the Brazilian side of the border, the CB 90H was moving 
north fast and with intent. 

Weaver looked up. “What the hell. Protasio?” 

Nomad scanned the deck with the binos. “I’m not seeing him. It’s... it’s 
Correa. And she’s loaded for bear.” 

Holt blinked in surprise. “Shit. She’s coming right up to the border. 
Spoiling for a fight.” He turned to Midas. “You got anything to do with 
this?” 

Midas nodded. “I may have let her know we were coming downriver 
before the radio was trashed. She relayed the message to Captain Protasio 
and was unimpressed with his response.” 

“Well, I’m impressed with hers.” Nomad nudged Weaver. “If she’s 
serious, you take the shot and she'll back our play.” Faintly, they could hear 
Correa and one of the officers on shore having a heated exchange. 

Weaver didn't look up. “That sounds a hell of a lot better than us going 
into it alone.” 

“It sounds a hell of a lot like an international incident, which is what we 
were down here trying to avoid. There’s got to be another way.” 

“If you think so, youd better find it quick. Because this is like tap 
dancing in a minefield right here.” 

“Dance like no one’s watching, right?” Nomad glanced around at the 
team. They were battered and bloodied. Midas looked like he’d been in a car 


accident; the impact with Urbina’s boat had left him bruised and aching 
from head to toe. All of them were exhausted, worn down and worn out. 

These were the men he'd been to war with, and who would go to war 
with him instantly if he just gave the word. 

“All right. You got anything better, you've got thirty seconds to let me 
know. Otherwise, Weaver, line up your shot on whichever one of them’s 
talking to Correa. Holt, stay on the helm. Hold her steady. Midas, you’ve 
got buckshot? I want you to hold one round back. Otherwise, weapons free. 
On my mark, we fire, and then Holt, you bring us in close. We do that, 
Midas, you strafe to keep their heads down. ‘That should buy enough time 
for us to make the run for the border before the smoke clears. Got it?” 

“Got it.” Weaver was already looking through the scope on his rifle, 
working through firing solutions. 

“Got it.” Holt’s firearm was carefully placed in reach. 

“Got it,” Midas said, grimly counting out shells and loading the M203. 

“Last chance to come up with something better. If not—” 

“Sir?” It was Midas. “I might have something.” 

“What have you got?” 

Midas pointed to the western riverbank. “We go around.” 

Holt shook his head, remembering. “Yeah. We thought about that with 
the hostages, but we couldn't get them up the bank, and we weren't sure 
about moving them through the jungle in case there were hostiles.” 

“But we arent transporting civilians now,” Nomad said. “So we ditch the 
boat, hoof it over the border, and rendezvous with Correa downstream. Is 
that what you're suggesting?” 

Midas grinned. “That is exactly what I’m suggesting.” 

“What do we do with the boat?” Weaver asked. 

“Sink it.” 

Holt smirked. “DeScalso’s going to be pissed.” 

“With all due respect, right now, fuck DeScalso.” 

Nomad looked around at the team. There was a new energy to them. 
They'd been ready to fight, waiting on his command. But there was more to 
leadership than combat. There was more to a team than just the fight. He 
could lead them into battle one more time, though they'd had the living hell 
beaten out of them. Low on ammo, low on everything, just enough left for 
one more good fight. 


Or he could lead them home. 

“All right.” The squad leaned in. One by one he met their eyes, saw the 
energy there. “We could take them. We know we could take them. But we 
dont have to. So let’s do this smart. Holt, bring us in to shore. Weaver, 
make sure nobody downstream suddenly looks our way and gets ideas. And 
Midas?” 

“Yessir?” 

“You get to explain this to Correa when we make it out the other side.” 

“We've got a perfectly good fight staring us in the face and you want to 
sneak around it instead?” Weaver was disbelieving, but there was a sly 
humor in his tone. “It’s like I don’t even know you people anymore.” He sat 
up and pulled his rifle back. 

“For fuck’s sake,” Nomad said, “there’s a goddamn good reason they call 
us Ghosts.” 


EPILOGUE 


“The Old Man wants to see you,” was the message waiting for Nomad 
when he woke up. There wasn't a time attached to the note, which meant 
“immediately” and “no matter what else you're doing.” Nomad grimaced as 
his shoulder twinged, then got dressed in a hurry. You didn't keep the Old 
Man waiting, ever. Particularly not after a mission like that. 

The walk to Mitchell’s office felt twice as long as it actually took, which 
gave Nomad more time to mull over why hed been summoned. Very few of 
the answers he came up with were good enough for him. Questions over the 
mission, over the interaction with the civilians, over the freshly strained 
relationship with the Brazilians—the hits just kept on coming. There was 
only one constant in all of them: He'd been given command of a Ghost 
squad, and after the way he'd screwed it up, they'd never let him get near 
command again. 

Mitchell’s door was closed. Nomad knocked on it, twice. “Come in,” 
came the familiar voice from the other side of the door, and Nomad did so. 

Mitchell’s office was smaller than Nomad had imagined it would be. 
The heavy wooden desk was the biggest thing in the room by far. A couple 
of bookshelves looked like afterthoughts, and the walls were bare except for 
a series of whiteboards and one framed photograph of a waterfall. Mitchell, 
seated behind the desk, noticed Nomad looking at it. “Hocking Hills, back 


in Ohio. My dad used to take me there when I was a kid. All the places I’ve 
been, and that’s still the first place I'd go back to if I had my druthers.” He 
gestured to the empty chair on the visitor’s side. “Sit down.” Nomad sat. 
Mitchell looked as exhausted as Nomad felt. There were deep bags under 
his eyes, and his face was locked into a tight frown. For a long moment, he 
said nothing, focusing instead on something on one of the monitors sitting 
on his desk. Then he looked up. 

“Major, how would you rate your performance on this mission?” 

Nomad exhaled, slowly. “Sir. Honestly? Im not real high on myself 
right now.” 

“Really.” The response was cold and flat. “Why not?” 

“Sir. Number one, I got my sorry ass captured. That should be enough 
right there.” 

Mitchell was relentless. “The way you're talking, it isn’t. Keep going.” 

Nomad ticked them off on his fingers. In the back of his head, he could 
hear the voice of self-preservation telling him he was an idiot for laying all 
this out there, for giving them ammunition to use against him when he 
didn’t have to, but it was too late to stop, even if he wanted to. “Two, didn't 
back up my team. Not with the Brazilians, not when Midas wanted to help 
the locals. Was too damn worried about not fucking up the mission that I 
screwed up the squad from the get-go. ‘Three, I underestimated the number 
of possible ways things could go bad once we got in-country.” He took a 
deep breath. “Should I go on?” 

Mitchell shook his head. “Major, did I ever tell you how my first op as 
Ghost Lead went down?” 

“No, sir. That was Korea, right? Operation Broken Wings?” 

Mitchell laughed ruefully. “Officially, yes. Unofficially, there was one 
before that. We linked up with the White Skull Brigade, an elite SK unit. 
We were supposed to go in and bottle up a tank column as they headed to 
the DMZ. Piece of cake, right?” 

“T never heard about this, sir.” 

“That’s because it’s been scrubbed from the files. And you know why? 
Because it all went sideways. We stopped the T-83s, but we got spotted, 
and since we were in DPRK territory, that was a no-no. So we had to go 
clean things up. Make the North Koreans think that it had just been the 
White Skulls.” 


“I don't see where you're going with this, sir.” 

“Bullshit you don't. Im saying, on my first op as Ghost Lead, things 
didn't exactly go smoothly either, and a lot of that came out of decisions I 
made in the field. But I kept my head in the game, and after a while I 
stopped trying to win the war in one battle. I let my people do what they 
did best, and we got out of there in one piece. And when we got back to the 
FOB, Buzz Gordon chewed my ass out six ways from Sunday, and then he 
turned us around and sent my team right back out.” He leaned forward. 
“My team. Because nobody gets this thing perfect the first time, or the 
tenth time. What you did wasn't by the playbook, but you brought those 
hostages out, and you brought all your people home in better shape than 
you were. PI take that.” 

“Sir.” Nomad shut his eyes for a second and took a calming breath. “But 
my—but the team?” 

“Holt has informed me personally that you have, and I quote, stones the 
size of boulders, and that he’s looking forward to driving you up the wall 
again on your next op.” 

“You're not serious.” 

“Dead serious. High praise from Midas, too. And I know better than to 
ask Weaver. So you're stuck with the gig, is what I’m saying, though six 
months from now you probably won't be thanking me for it.” 

“TI thank you now, sir.” 

“Good. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s take a closer look at 
the shit sandwich you accidentally served up with what you found. Half of 
DC is trying to jump down my throat over this. E-Ring is going absolutely 
bananas over the out-of-the-box failed petro-state they're trying to build 
down there, and there’s a half dozen agencies that want a piece of Caton 
over this. Oh, and State’s going to want to debrief you as soon as I decide 
youre healthy enough to talk to them.” 

“When will that be?” 

“When you convince me you're not likely to strangle any of them when 
they ask you the same damn question for the fifteenth time. In any case, you 
may have kept it out of the papers, but that doesn’t mean you didn't shake 
up the ant farm. My gut tells me wherever this is going, it’s nowhere good.” 

“Your gut or Wizard’s?” 


“They're pretty much the same thing at this point. But that is 
tomorrow’s problem. And probably the day after’s, and the day after that’s, 
too. You go on and get out of here. Your team’s waiting for you at the 
Liberator. I suggest you join them. Pll worry about this for now. Got a 
meeting with some CIA puke, for starters, and that’s the last thing you 
need.” 

“Sire” 

Mitchell stood. “You heard me, Major. Dismissed.” 

Nomad stood and saluted. “Sir. Thank you.” 

“You earned it, Major Perryman. The hard way. Now follow orders and 
get the hell out of here.” He checked his watch. “If I survive this CIA dog 
and pony show, maybe PI join you over there.” 

“Td like that, sir.” Nomad turned and walked out. He waited until he 
was in the hallway to let his face break into a wide grin. He took a moment 
to gather himself, then headed out, double quick, towards the Liberator Bar 
and Grill. 


Because that’s where the team—his team—was waiting for him. 


x k k 


CIA Case Officer Karen Bowman wasn't bad as far as spooks went. That 
was Mitchell’s initial impression of her, but if she kept talking, he was 
willing to change his mind. 

The meeting had started off pleasantly enough. She'd been on time— 
none of the usual spy bullshit where they made you wait to demonstrate 
how important they were—and offered to skip the usual PowerPoint 
nonsense to get straight to the point. She was young, which meant she had 
to be good if the senior ghouls at Langley were letting her walk into the 
lions den solo. Then again, Mitchell decided, any woman making any kind 
of headway up there was, by definition, very, very good. 

If she was doing this, she had to want it. Which explained why she'd 
hopped a flight down to Bragg to talk to him about what his people had 
seen and how it tied in to the very delicate matter she'd been working on. 

She wanted to make sure Nomad hadn't messed anything up. 

“Lieutenant Colonel.” 


He snapped his attention back to her. “Agent. Run me through this 
again, to make sure I havent missed anything.” 

She gave a curt nod. “You know already that Colonel Urbina’s operation 
was being funded by various external organizations who wanted to create 
what was in essence a failed state they could exert control over. ‘This would 
enable them to run whatever operations they wanted—drilling, growing 
narcotics, you name it—without fear of legal oversight or government 
interference.” She let her face curve into a tight, humorless smile. “Easy 
enough, when you own the government. Anyway, based on what your man 
Perryman said in his debrief, we’ve been able to ID one of the men he saw 
when he was a prisoner. He’s known as El Pulpo, and he’s a logistics maven 
for the Santa Blanca cartel. The cartel’s been shoved out of Mexico by the 
competition, and while they’re flush with cash, they need a new base of 
operations so they've got irons in a couple of different fires. Which is 
another way of saying we'd suspected they had a presence in the region, and 
El Pulpo’s presence confirmed it.” 

Mitchell leaned forward and practically growled. “Correct me if I’m 
wrong, but did you just tell me that you were aware of the Santa Blanca 
cartel presence in my team’s AO and you did not think this was worth 
sharing?” 

“We didn’t exactly know you had a team going in, Colonel. You JSOC 
guys aren't big on sharing, either.” She adjusted her glasses. “God forbid we 
all realize we're on the same side one of these days. We might actually 
accomplish something.” 

“What, and put all the middlemen out of jobs?” She laughed. “You got 
me there. But my point stands. With the FARC surrender accords turning 
things on their ear, we anticipated that Santa Blanca was making inroads 
into South America. We suspected that the Free State of Amazonas was a 
possible point of entry for them, but we werent sure. And until we were 
sure, we werent going to say anything, because we're already involved, and 
the last thing we need right now is complications.” 

Mitchell cocked his head. “Right now. You're very careful with your 
words, agent. Which leads me to believe that when you say ‘right now,’ you 
actually mean ‘down the line were going to be giving you a call.’ Am I 
correct?” 


“We don't know what’s coming down the line,” she said, impassive. 
“What we do know, and I’m going way out on a limb here trusting you with 
this, is that with Urbina out of the way, we have a good idea of where Santa 
Blanca is going to stake their claim, and we've got someone in place waiting 
for them to scoop him up because he has a very useful set of skills. We're 
talking years of deep cover work that I’m not inclined to piss away. But, if 
everything goes as planned, then eventually, yes, we will have a line on key 
cartel targets, and we will need people in the field who can do something 
about them.” She stared at him. “When I talked to Delta, they 
recommended your outfit. The same with DEVGRU. Daniel Sykes 
practically climbed over my desk to sing your praises. Hell, I’ve got an ex- 
Vympel defector chilling in a safe house in Maine who still has nightmares 
about your team. And so I am asking you, when the time comes, will your 
people be ready for the call? Because if this thing goes where I think it will 
—if down the line we're looking at the creation of a full-blown narco-state 
under Santa Blanca discipline—then we're going to need more than strong 
language to prevent that.” 

“My people,” Mitchell retorted, “are always ready. But if you want to set 
up a joint GST-CIA op, that’s going to require some handshakes way above 
either of our pay grades.” 

“You leave that to me. I’ve gotten very good at that.” 

Mitchell nodded. “Pll bet you have. All right, then. You get your asset 
in there. [ll keep my teams out of your way until you ask for them. And 
when you ask, youd damn well better make a case for them that I can't 
refuse. Because if I find out you're asking because you don’t want to get your 
hands dirty, then there will be consequences.” 

Bowman stared at him, then stood. “Colonel, if the day comes when I’m 
asking, it'll be because I have no other choice.” She extended her hand. 
After a moment, he took it. “Pll be in touch,” she said, grabbed her 
briefcase, and walked out. 

Mitchell watched her go. “I bet you will,” he said softly. “I just bet you 


will.” 


x k ok 


Holt said something to the bartender, who shook his head but then pulled 
four dark glass bottles out from under the bar. Holt took them, two in each 
hand, and brought them back to the table where Midas, Weaver, and 
Nomad were sitting. Holt put a bottle down in front of each of them, then 
dropped into an empty chair and pulled off his omnipresent sunglasses. 

“What’s this?” Weaver asked, staring at the drink in front of him 
suspiciously. 

“Regional special. Correa’s recommendation. I brought a case back with 
me for a special occasion.” He lifted his bottle. “You think this counts?” 

“According to the Old Man, it does,” Nomad said, and took a long pull 
from his beer. “Damn, not bad at all.” 

Weaver pursed his lips and shook his head sagely. “I believe that, if only 
because Mr. Moretta here said it was Correa’s call. If he'd picked it out, it 
probably would have tasted like caiman piss.” 

Midas stifled a laugh just before he took a swig from his bottle and took 
a moment to compose himself. “Don't do that,” he said. “Another second 
and I would have wasted half the bottle.” 

“And cleaned out your sinuses in the process, no doubt.” Nomad raised 
his drink toward the center of the table. “Gentlemen, to a job well done.” 

“Agreed.” “Roger that.” “Amen.” ‘They clinked their bottles together, and 
each took a pull. 

“So what’s next?” Weaver asked when they came up for air. He gave 
Nomad an expectant look. 

“You damn well know what’s up, Coray.” Nomad snorted in disbelief. 
“Downtime. And then, when that’s over ” 

“Yes?” Midas leaned in. 

“When that’s over this team gets back together and train like bastards to 
make sure the next op is a little less exciting.” Nomad sat back in his chair, a 
little gingerly. “If we can run one of these without anyone getting captured 
or nearly getting a boat shot out from under us—” 

“Or caimans,” Weaver interjected. 

“What is it with you and the damn caimans?” Holt demanded. 

Weaver grinned. “I respect their honest professionalism. Also, gator boy, 
it drives you nuts.” 

Holt opened his mouth to respond, then noticed Midas was once again 
stifling laughter. “Something funny?” he asked. 


“No,” Midas replied. “Just a couple of guys trying to be.” 

That broke the entire table. As the laughter died down, Weaver slapped 
Midas on the back. “I didn’t know you had that in you.” 

“I always carry two jokes,” Midas replied, deadpan, and that set Weaver 
off again. 

Nomad took a deep breath and looked around the table, feeling the 
same sense of camaraderie he'd felt on the river. “So in any case, there it is. 
You want out, now’s the time to say so. You want in, I think we can do 
something pretty special.” He turned. “Assuming Midas doesn’t crack us all 
up while we're in the field and get our asses shot.” 

“No worries,” Midas said with a small smile. “I pick my moments 
carefully.” 

Nomad nodded. “Right. Anyone got any—” 

“Well, lookie here.” Weaver extended one long arm to point at the 
television over the bar, where in the absence of sports, some financial 
program with three ticker lines scrolling across the bottom of the screen was 
blathering on. Up above, a talking head was making sad faces next to a 
picture of the Caton oil executive who'd visited Urbina at his camp. The 
caption underneath said it all: “Killed in Light Aircraft Crash.” 

“Technically, I suppose that’s accurate,” Holt said, and tipped his bottle 
in Midas’s direction as a sign of respect. “But I’m guessing they’re not saying 
he went down where it all went down.” 

“Gulf of Mexico is what they’re reporting,” Midas replied. Holt looked 
at him, and Midas shrugged. “Got a cousin who’s deaf. I learned to lip read 
as a kid. Got some ASL, too.” 

“You're just full of surprises, arent you?” Weaver mock-groused, then 
grinned. “Nobody’s ever going to know that story, but that’s how it goes. 
Good thing I sold my Caton stock before the news broke.” 

“You didn’t!” Midas was aghast. “That’s insider trading!” 

“It doesn’t get too much more inside than being neck deep in the shit,” 
Weaver responded blandly. 

Midas opened his mouth to respond, but Nomad shut him down. 
“Relax. He didn't have any Caton stock.” He turned to look at his friend. 
“Did your” 

“Questions moot now,” said Weaver, and grinned wickedly. Midas 
continued to stare until Weaver had to look away. “I’m just messing with 


you. I try to stay out of energy stocks.” He leaned forward and stage- 
whispered, “Too unstable.” 

“TIL bet,” Nomad said, and finished his beer. He waved the empty at 
Holt. “How many more of these you got back there?” 

“A few. Had to swap a couple for the cooler space here.” 

“What if I ordered you to bring another round?” 

“Td tell you to fuck off, Major.” 

Nomad grinned. “Good man. Next round’s on me.” He rose to head to 
the bar, and looked around the table. 

Weaver was already launching into a story about how DeScalso had 
thrown a fit over the boat. It had apparently come downriver the next day, 
complete with a pair of defectors from Urbina’s army. One of them had 
been carrying a fishing rod. 

Midas sat and listened, saying little, but nodding, grinning and pushing 
things along with just the right interjection here and there. Holt was already 
calling bullshit on the whole story, challenging Weaver on every point, all of 
it flowing so smoothly it looked like they'd rehearsed it. 

The same pride hed felt on the river welled up in him—this team, his 
team, was a team. Rough around the edges, maybe, and not exactly by the 
book, but by the book wouldn't have gotten the job done down on the river. 
Hed be proud to go into the field with them again, that much he knew, and 
he was humbled by the fact they wanted him to lead them. 

Smiling to himself, he headed for the bar. 
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